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This thesis explores geographies of clothing and accompanying questions of materiality, 
care and sustainability, among young adults. To date, cultural scholarship on clothing has 
been predominantly fixed on their symbolic and material form. Clothes are objectified, 
mutable and unsustainable. Meanwhile, symbolic meanings and narratives of clothing 
consumption shape public understandings of young adults in increasingly contradictory 
ways. On one hand, young adults have been lauded for their positive influence on 
environmental change. On the other, they are critiqued for their purported careless, hasty 
and thoughtless disposition to resource use and consumption. Seldom has ethnographic 
research combining cultural and environmental sustainabilities focused on young adults’ 
lived, material relations of clothes use. This thesis responds accordingly, and provides new 
perspectives on young adulthood, everyday geographies of consumption, and clothes. It 
asserts that existing frames which depict young adults’ clothing consumption as 
‘unsustainable’ are limited, and ignores the presence and significance of multiple spatial, 
social and material encounters. Influenced by more-than-human thinking in material-
cultural geographies, this thesis offers insights towards a more nuanced understanding of 
young adults’ clothing use by recognising and engaging with the unruly associations clothes 
that catalyse between bodies, materials, spaces and practices. 
Compositionally, this thesis proceeds via two parts. Part One sets the context for the 
thesis, and is situated at the intersection of literatures on geographies of youth, and material 
geographies of household sustainability. It interrogates narratives that structure young 
adults’ dual identities as hedonistic consumers and environmental heroes, paying particular 
attention to the ways that each of these identities plays out at the household scale. Overall, 
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Part One of this thesis contends that the attitudes and practices of contemporary young 
adulthood intersect with housing and labour markets, and generation-specific socio-cultural 
norms, to shape everyday domestic practices and influence prosaic household sustainability 
concerns – in ways that are distinct from previous generations. It asserts that the 
generalised categories applied to young adults’ consumption practices and 
environmentalisms are far too simplistic. Part One advocates for the acknowledgement of 
young adults’ unique and often inadvertent everyday sustainabilities. 
Extending on this, Part Two introduces the empirical subject of clothing as the material 
form through which stereotypes and associations surrounding young adulthood and 
resource consumption are further investigated. This part of the thesis asks: what are the 
micro-geographies of material and practice involved in everyday clothes consumption? Via 
a curation of diverse research encounters and related ethnographic activities, Part Two 
presents a series of case studies that trace four intersecting lines of enquiry. Each case study 
takes an object, a space, a person and a material as their focus, respectively, opening up 
different portals into the unruly associations of young adults and clothes. These case 
studies illustrate how everyday rhythms, curatorial practices, materialities and embodied 
and haptic relations intersect through clothes, and clothes use. 
Part Two makes a number of contributions to understanding the micro-geographies of 
clothes use, and more broadly to the material-cultural geographies of consumption. First, I 
contend that while clothes use occurs in the midst of a range of routine activities – such as 
tidying, storing, laundering and divestment – it is also centrally implicated in various 
practices of domestication, inhabitation and accommodation. Understanding clothes’ 
various trajectories provides new insights into environmental sustainability for young adults 
at the household scale. Second, I argue that symbolic acts of clothes consumption have 
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overshadowed the materiality and material agency of clothes – including the haptic 
relations and skilful interactions that young adults have with them. The materiality of 
clothes, and the practice of clothes use, provokes particular inferences, interpretations and 
responses among young adults. How clothes are worn is rarely based on technical 
knowledge of how, where and with what clothes were made – but rather via more 
embodied, haptic and sensual relations that unfurl in everyday acts of wear. An embodied 
approach reveals geographies of clothes that are otherwise obscured from view, but which 
are nonetheless implicated in broader environmental issues. This thesis contends that 
paying greater attention to the somatosensory registers of the body and the agency of 
clothing materials can produce novel ethical, political and environmental understandings of 
how clothes are used over time. Finally, this thesis contends that acts of clothes 
consumption need not always be insular or individualistic. Beyond the self, young adults’ 
curation and consumption of clothes offers possibilities to provide friendship and care-at-
distance in ways that are connected to broader social, cultural and political contexts.   
Overall, this thesis asserts that singular depictions of young adults and their clothes use are 
limiting – and laden with one-dimensional assumptions and judgements. Transcending 
stereotypes, the findings from this thesis’ various lines of inquiry advance a more nuanced, 
complex and critical understanding of clothes use. The stories of clothing materials, 
routines, spaces and people that are drawn together in this thesis offer new conceptual 
insights into clothes and their unruly associations – including how young adults interact 
with and maintain clothes within and across different (and at times, transitory) domestic 
spaces. Addressing the more grounded, real-life nature of clothes consumption with young 
adults, this thesis contends that material-cultural geographies of clothing need to be more 
attentive to the internal dynamics of home, home tenure, opportunities for care, haptic and 
embodied relations with objects and physical properties of materials. The relations between 
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young adults and clothing are intertwined with a range of different motivations and 
provocations that influence consumption, value, care and maintenance – with varied 
outcomes. In this regard, I present an alternate, and much more unruly view to the 
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Stuff is ubiquitous, and problematic. But whatever our environmental fears or 
concerns over materialism, we will not be helped by either a theory of stuff, or an 
attitude to stuff, that simply tries to oppose ourselves to it; as though the more we 
think of things as alien, the more we keep ourselves sacrosanct and pure. The idea 
that stuff somehow drains away our humanity, as we dissolve into a sticky mess of 
plastic and other commodities, is really an attempt to retain a rather simplistic and 
false view of pure and prior unsullied humanity. 
Daniel Miller (2010: 5) 
 
Opening threads 
The above quote, from Daniel Miller’s (2010) Stuff, has moved with me on a worn post-it 
note stuck to the inside cover of a notebook since I began my PhD in late 2011. It has 
inspired this thesis for reasons that I hope will become clear below. Miller’s argument 
speaks of underlying debates across academic scholarship and contemporary popular 
culture about the demoralised character of modern consumption. Such accounts tell of 
disenchantment and hedonism, and the breaking down of traditional values, replaced by a 
supposed ‘throwaway’ mentality and a desire for immediate gratification (Miller 2010; 
Gregson et al. 2007a). The outcome, as Mansvelt (2008: 109) previously noted, has given 
rise to a certain level of ‘discontent’ towards consumption – and the consumer. 
 2 
It is within such debates that clothing has emerged as one iconic, and increasingly 
troublesome, form of ‘stuff’’. Clothes are varied, ambiguous and complex. In their 
assembling from component materials to objects, clothes are fashioned in an inchoate 
system where parts, stages and actors work in isolation rather than as a whole (Crewe 2017; 
Siegle 2011; Cline 2013; Fletcher 2012, 2016). Clothes are a coalescence of materials, 
manufacturing processes, infrastructures, distribution, labour and environmental 
transformations. They generate diverse ethical and moral complexities that require careful 
interpretation within the parameters of environmental and social justice (Castree 2001, 
2004; Barnett et al. 2010). Injustices that transpire across the passage of clothes production 
and consumption are not only messy and complex – but also opaque (Brooks 2015a).  It is 
challenging, if not impossible, to trace the interrelationships between the ‘stuff’ of clothes 
we consume, and various upstream environmental, social and economic impacts (Cook 
2004, Cook et al. 2007). Complicating this even further are questions of lifestyle and 
comfort. Clothes are both utilitarian and superficial. They protect and shelter the body, 
while also presenting a visual and material assertion of identity that embodies who people 
are or who they want to be (Belk 1998; Crane 2012; Entwistle 2015). Clothes bring a 
certain level of security, belonging and gratification to the everyday.  
Increasingly apparent, however, are the problems associated with escalating rates of clothes 
consumption and waste disposal – particularly across the Global North1. As part of a 
strategy of continuous replenishment (and sales), it is now common for high street retailers 
to introduce up to 12 new ‘seasons’ per year (Anson 2010). On average, Australians 
purchase 27 kilograms of clothing annually, and simultaneously, dispose of 23 kilograms of 
                                                          
1 To maintain consistency with the broader literature that I draw on across this thesis, I use ‘Global North’ 
and Global South’ to refer to what is elsewhere considered the ‘minority world’ and ‘majority world’ (and 
previously ‘first world’ and ‘third world’). I acknowledge, however, the difficulties that come with describing 
‘“difference” at a global scale’ (Del Casino Jr 2009: 26). I recognise that the use of ‘Global North’ and ‘Global 
South’ risks over-simplicity, and privileges geographically inaccurate north-south differentiations (Punch 
2000). 
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clothing per year, either by donation or binning (Milburn 2016; see also Allwood et al., 
2006; Cline, 2013, 2014; WRAP, 2014, 2017 for similar figures from countries across the 
Global North). The level of clothing waste generated by Australians was exemplified in the 
popular Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) mini-series, War On Waste, whereby, in 
February 2017 a six tonne mountain of textile waste was installed in Sydney’s Martin Place 
as a blunt demonstration of how much clothing is thrown away, nationally, every ten 
minutes (War On Waste 2017). The problems associated with clothing come not just from 
its movement from consumer item into the waste stream. During its useful life, an iconic 
pair of Levi’s® 501® jeans will consume almost 3500 litres of water (Levis Strauss & Co. 
2015; see also Chico et al. 2013). Polyester – a textile derived from oil that breaks down 
slowly, and leaches harmful monomers, additives and plasticisers that pollute and 
accumulate in waterways – now accounts for two thirds of textile fabric produced globally 
(FAO/ICAC 2013). And as Louise Crewe (2017: 39) points out, consumers in the Global 
North now ‘own more items of clothing that any other commodity’. While the chatter 
around the ‘problems’ of clothing has undoubtedly become louder, in an age of distributed 
global production networks, complex subcontracting, and material recalcitrance, Crewe 
(2017: 39) also argues that we ‘know the least amount about [our] clothes’ (Figure 1.1).  
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   Figure 1.11:  Do people care about clothes? A graffitied Fashion Revolution poster, 
University of Wollongong 2016. 
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Even for the most environmentally or ethically aware, much of what is known about 
clothes and clothes use is limited to linear connections between garments and sites of 
production, or annual consumption and disposal statistics, by weight (see Fletcher 2008, 
2012; Siegle 2011; Cline 2013, for example). However, a focus on simple supply chains or 
aggregate statistics overlooks the myriad people, materials, practices, actions and 
relationships that criss-cross clothes. To be clear, an acute shift in how we, as a society, 
approach material consumption is undoubtedly required. The intensity with which clothes 
are produced and consumed requires urgent and dramatic rationalisation and re-evaluation. 
But a more nuanced approach is also needed – one that extends beyond singular, problem-
focused narratives to become attentive to grounded relations of materials, routines, spaces 
and people that are drawn together as part of everyday clothes use. 
 
Thesis aims, overview and contribution  
An intention to explore how young adults buy, use and dispose of clothes was core to the 
original aims of this thesis. But soon after the research began, a rather different orientation 
started to emerge. Stories of clothes use refused the confines of shops, wardrobes or 
particular modes of ridding. Practices of material consumption denied being bounded as 
discrete events that marked their presence in the ‘social life of things’ (Appadurai 1986). 
Nor could they be simply explained via their ‘passage from one regime of value to another’ 
(Gregson 2007: 20). And young people didn’t follow the script assigned to them in popular 
critiques of mass consumption. The overarching aim of this research project shifted 
accordingly: to question established binaries surrounding young adulthood and clothes use. 
Underpinning this aim was the notion that existing frames (which depict young adults’ 
clothing consumption as thoughtless and ‘unsustainable’) are limited, and ignore the 
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presence and significance of multiple spatial, social and material encounters. Unpicking 
these frames requires attentiveness to the perceptual, emotional and haptic interactions 
between bodies and clothing materials or garment construction, and the spaces within 
which clothes are used. This thesis thus aims to expose young adults’ consumption of 
clothing as an unruly bricolage of acquisition and appropriation, divestment, sorting, 
storing, tidying up, keeping, holding, passing on. It aims to shed light on the materials and 
practices of clothes use in and amongst the rhythms and intimacies of young adults’ 
everyday lives. The various chapters and their respective analytical themes all take a 
different approach to the central questions propelling this research: how does everyday 
clothes use work on and through various assemblages? How do dominant understandings 
of clothes use obscure diverse encounters that young adult wearers have with them?   
What started as a research project interested in how clothes move discretely through spaces 
of consumption, gradually morphed into an ethnography which uncovered a more 
nuanced, ambivalent, and at times unsettling, story about the dynamic relations between 
clothes ‘as objects’ and the kaleidoscope of activities and spaces that clothes permeate. This 
thesis accordingly explores the relations and relationality of clothing – characterised by 
‘complexity and connection, fragility and instability’ (Crewe 2008: 26, 2017). It charts a path 
through the geographies of clothes via diverse chapters, each of which provides a different 
perspective on this endeavour. Unravelling the relationalities of clothing maps a complex 
account of the geographies of clothes, one that goes beyond the singular ‘object’ of, say, a 
pair of jeans, to consider different configurations of material and practice2. The result is a 
thesis that spans material, spatial and temporal registers of clothes use. It is one that looks 
                                                          
2 My attention to material and practice of clothes use is inspired by recent scholarly work that has sought to 
undercover aspects of the material world as a co-production of lived, embodied and mundane practices that 
work with and alongside the material affordances and liveliness of everyday matter. For example see, 
important work by Tim Edensor (2011). Caitlyn De Silvey (2006, 2017), Jane Bennett (2010) – and most 
recently, inspiring research from Mia Hunt (2016).  
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at diverse cohabitations that exist between wearers and clothes, and at the ongoing flows 
and processes that surround ‘acquisition, appropriation, accommodation and divestment’ 
(Gregson 2007: 6; see also Warde 2005).  
The political motivation for pursuing this research project came from a desire to engage 
more critically with normative ideas about clothes consumption within wider debates about 
the clothing industry, production, marketing and retailing, acts of conspicuous 
consumption, and of age and the lifecourse. Intellectually, this thesis sits squarely at the 
intersection of cultural and material geographies. From cultural geography, antecedents 
include a rich history of consumption research, grounded not only in the utility of goods, 
but also in their exchange value (Gregson 2007; Cook et al. 2007; Miller 2010). I am also 
inspired by the flourishing of recent cultural geographic scholarship that is attentive to both 
matter and material (Anderson and Wylie 2009; Cook and Tolia-Kelly 2010; Tolia-Kelly 
2013; Bennett 2010; Gregson et al. 2010). My concern is with what lies at the surface of 
clothes – including their durability, strength or appearance (Forsyth et al. 2013). And 
equally, to borrow a line from David Harvey (1989: 8-9), I am interested in what is ‘behind 
the surface appearances’ – understanding not only how commodities are ‘produced, traded 
and consumed’ but also the ‘interconnectivity and co-constitution’ of clothes and their 
material geographies (Tolia-Kelly 2013: 153). The challenge of this thesis was to unite the 
lofty scales of the global clothing industry with the intimate details of everyday life.  
Woven across chapters and multi-layered themes of analysis, this thesis pays attention to 
haptic and informal practices, trajectories and movement, care, responses to material 
textures, and visceral and emotional spatialities of clothing. So while this is a thesis about 
clothes, it is also one that begins to trace outwards the unruly associations that are a part 
and product of clothes and clothes use. I contend that there are few material artefacts that 
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are closer to our bodies, lives or ways of living than clothing. Here, I describe wearers’ 
entanglements with clothes as ‘unruly associations’. The notion of unruly associations hints 
at spontaneity, liveliness, intimacy, sensuosities and care – which intersect variously with 
bodies, spaces, materials and practices. The term has been useful for describing the 
materials and practices of clothes use: animated, heterogeneous, roughhewn and 
unpredictable, as opposed to their traditional alternative as stable, linear objects that are 
bought, used and divested. Thus, the seemingly static world of clothing as an object of 
consumption among young adults, is enlarged and expanded here, bringing into the frame 
of analysis diverse associations of materials, people, practices and spaces.  
Compositionally, this thesis is presented in two main sections. Part One establishes the 
contextual grounding for the thesis, positioning the work in relation to questions 
surrounding the politics of young adulthood, everyday practices of sustainability, 
consumption, home and domesticity. It is also where I trouble binary assumptions of 
young adults as either environmentally aware or wasteful consumers. Part Two uses 
clothing as the empirical focus to weave together analyses of the everyday practices of 
young adults living with things (cf. Gregson 2007). The chapters in Part Two consciously 
trace a range of intersecting themes: materiality and practice, aesthetics of order, disorder 
and disgust, haptic responsibilities and mundane skills, care, domestication, storage, 
curation and movement. 
At the outset, it is important to make clear that this thesis takes the form of a PhD by 
compilation, including within it previously published articles, as well as various ‘interludes’ 
– shorter pieces of previously unpublished writing that are integral to the overall work, but 
that are interwoven with fully-fleshed chapter-articles into a singular fabric for the thesis. 
The presentation of this thesis thus differs somewhat in its format from the usual 
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monograph structure. Its two parts are comprised of five papers that are either published 
or in press as journal articles or book chapters (see Statement of Authorship for published 
work at the front of the thesis). Published work sits alongside a collection of shorter 
assembling chapters that help to tie the thesis together. The structure of the thesis by 
compilation leads to the inevitable repetition of a small amount of material – particularly 
across the contextual and methodological sections. Each paper takes a different ‘slice 
through’ the same body of ethnographic data that was collected over the course of my 
candidature. The types of data collected, however, are varied and lend themselves to 
specific angles of interpretation, encompassed in separate chapters.  
Whilst I led this project, and was responsible for the ideas, analysis and writing of this 
thesis, a PhD is rarely a solo endeavour. Various papers that contributed to this thesis have 
been co-written with my supervisors, Chris Gibson and Natascha Klocker – and in the case 
of Chapter 8, with one of the participants, Sara Youssef. As a result, each paper uses its 
own personal pronouns. As a method of signposting, at the start of each published chapter 
I detail the authorship. When referring to ‘I’ versus ‘we’, or ‘we’ versus ‘they’, I make clear 
who is included in each collaboration. The nature of a PhD by compilation also means that 
there are occasional shifts in tense across published chapters. Where necessary, I alert the 
reader to changes in tense at the beginning of each chapter. 
The purpose of the present chapter is to contextualise and conceptualise the thesis. I aim to 
give the reader direction for understanding and interpreting the papers and chapters that 
feature – presenting the context, aims, conceptual underpinnings and intended 
contributions. These sections are abridged to avoid repetition. Informing this thesis are 
interweaving concepts and literatures. These are unpacked, in an introductory sense, in the 
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following section. Individual later chapters handle selected concepts and literatures in 
greater depth. 
 
Impulses and intersections: building a conceptual toolkit  
Informing this thesis are diverse, overlapping theoretical influences, from which an array of 
conceptual tools arise. Concepts and concerns from multiple research areas are brought 
together and used to refresh understandings of both young adult domesticities and the 
materials and practices of clothes use.  
Conceptually, three major bodies of thought – the everyday, cultural economy and 
material-cultural geographies – are central in the grounding of this thesis. But before 
presenting my conceptual toolkit, my use of ‘clothes/clothing’ over ‘fashion’ requires brief 
elucidation. Notions of fashion, rightfully, encompass the social and technological 
infrastructures that are entangled within design, production, manufacture and retail (Crane 
1997, Entwistle 2006, 2009; Woodward and Fisher 2014; Crewe 2017). Though, for me, 
fashion overlooks sustained and mundane connections that wearers have with clothing. The 
terms clothes and clothing gesture towards a connection with the body, practice and 
material that extends beyond a garments ‘fashionable life’. Clothing, more so than fashion, 
is inclusive of durability, wear and decay. This thesis does, however, employ the term 
‘fashion’ alongside its ethnographic methodology, which was titled ‘fashion journeys’ 
during early conversations with participants. ‘Fashion journeys’ has been reproduced as a 
methodological descriptor in this thesis, though those early conversations with participants 
(and the key empirical focus of this thesis) soon shifted to emphasise clothing, rather than 
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fashion. Likewise, ‘fashion’ is used throughout Chapter 8 as a way to align the labour 
involved in one person’s account of fashion blogging. 
With its focus on daily rhythms and routines of clothes use, this thesis inevitably belongs in 
the realm of the everyday (de Certeau 1984; Lefebvre 1984, 2004). Informed by a wide 
range of social theories – from de Certeau’s resistances (1984), Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis 
(1984, 2004) and Bourdieu’s relationality (1993) – the everyday is now well-established as 
an analytical focus in geography and the social sciences. Variously discussed as the 
mundane, commonplace, banal, routine and ordinary, studies of everyday life attempt to 
capture ‘the routines in (and of) social relations and practice’ (Neal and Murji 2015: 811). 
The everyday is where life is ordered and where social norms are reproduced (Bourdieu 
1977). For many social and cultural geographers, the everyday also unifies larger social 
forces and processes (Neal and Murji 2015; Stewart 2007; Binnie et al. 2007). Thus, while 
the focus of this thesis is on everyday practices of clothes use, it also engages with wider 
debates about the geography of clothes: the production of fibres and textiles, the cultural 
economy of fashion, social and cultural practices of dress, and the matter and materiality of 
clothes. I have endeavoured to keep the textures, emotions and feelings of everyday clothes 
use in dialogue with these wider politics (Barnett et al. 2010; Bryant and Goodman 2004; 
Goss 2004, 2006; Hartwick 2000). Throughout this thesis, seemingly mundane practices are 
enlarged and examined – understood in the context of objects, care, home and 
environmental sustainability – and approached from a certain understanding of material 
culture.  
The second body of work with which this thesis intersects is the cultural economy of 
clothes and environmental sustainability. Cultural economy foregrounds connections 
between production and consumption – and enables articulations between the material 
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form of clothes and the symbolic relations it creates (Crewe 2017). Thus, a cultural 
economy approach aids in understanding how different people, spaces, practices, objects 
and other non-humans interact – advancing nuanced and critical interventions in issues of 
sustainability. It ‘underscores the impossibility’ of separating large scale issues of the global 
clothing industry, from the intimacy of everyday practices (Crewe 2017: 2; Chapter 5). 
Indeed, clothing is embedded within, and emblematic of, a range of contemporary 
environmental, social, political and economic concerns. While consumption remains a 
‘meta-issue’ for environmental sustainability (Glover 2012: 19; Shove and Walker 2010; 
Spaargaren 2003; Gibson et al. 2013), a cultural economy approach brings the advantages 
of cultural theory 
to bear on questions of economy [not only] regarding how humans access, use, 
exchange and value financial and material resources… [but also how] in situ 
relationships… unfold between humans, technologies, other living things, 
institutions and overarching ideologies. (Gibson et al. 2011a: 5; see also Amin and 
Thrift 2007: 145).  
 
This framing also lends itself to the consideration of clothes not simply in object form – 
but also as a product of ongoing and unfurling associations between people, materials, 
objects and spaces (Crewe 2017).  
I acknowledge that sustainability is a complex and frequently over-used and abused term. I 
am conscious of the various definitions with which the term is associated, and the diverse 
ideological purposes to which it has been put (Davidson 2010). Sustainability is generally 
understood as a point of principled consensus – a directive to reduce impact on natural 
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environments and resources while ensuring equitable opportunities for future generations. 
Inescapably, issues of sustainability are also linked to social justice and ethical concerns. In 
practice, to live sustainably involves competing and sometimes contradictory goals (Gibson 
et al. 2011a, b, 2013; Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002; Lorenzoni et al. 2007; Blake 1999; see 
also Chapter 3). This thesis is not about defining or measuring sustainability per se, but 
rather is interested in the ways that materials, people, routines and practices intersect with 
clothes to influence particular modes of consumption that have environmental (and 
environmental justice) implications. Thus, where ‘sustainability’ is used in this thesis, it is in 
reference to debates that encompass the material environmental impacts of objects 
(clothes) and practices (young adult domesticities): for example, the amount of land, water 
or energy consumed in the manufacture of textiles and clothing, the growing volume of 
clothing waste in recycling schemes, oceans and in landfill (Chapter 5 and 9), and the 
resource impacts of shifting cultural norms (Chapter 4).  
The conceptual framing of this thesis is also influenced by material geographies – and 
specifically a more-than-human material-culturalist approach. The modus operandi is less 
about the ways in which objects are ‘handled’, and more to do with the dynamic relations 
between materiality and practice3, and the notion of objects as processual, relational, and 
distributed – rather than fixed (Gregson 2007; Gregson et al. 2007a; Gregson et al. 2010). 
As I elaborate throughout the thesis, clothes possess capacities as material-technical 
accomplishments. Through their affordances of feel, texture, durability and/or 
                                                          
3  This thesis does not unite closely to any one theory of practice. There are many theories of practice that 
could lend themselves to the approach taken here. I acknowledge, for instance, a rich history of scholarship 
that has used social practice theory to understand how consumption is tied to social structures (Schatzki 
1996, 2010; Shove 2003; Reckwitz 2002). More recently across social and cultural geography non-, post- and 
more-than-representational approaches, which see the world through the experience of the body and material 
sensualities, have been dominant (Thrift 2008; Anderson 2016; Lorimer 2005). All have their critiques. Non-
representational theories have, for instance, been rightly critiqued for privileging the movement and affects of 
the body over larger geographical, political, social or cultural context (Cresswell 2006; Tolia-Kelly 2006). As I 
explore below, I have been inspired by these various approaches, but especially the latter, for their 
appreciation of the material. 
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dis/comfort, clothes exemplify the ‘vital materiality’ of everyday things (cf. Bennett 2004). 
Yet, beyond clothes as coherent, singular objects, their component materials and innate 
capacities ‘make particular in situ associations of humans and nonhumans… possible’ 
(Klocker et al. 2018: 304; Abrahamsson et al. 2015; Müller 2015).  
Moreover – as will become clearer via later empirical chapters on clothes and care, lingering 
materials, and circuits of mobility in domestic spaces – clothes unleash unruly associations 
of bodies, materials, spaces and practices. Clothes accumulate in storage, engendering 
feelings of guilt and anxiety (Chapters 6 and 7); yet they also enable relations of care to be 
extended among friends and strangers (Chapter 8). Clothes connect complex networks of 
production and consumption, all the while contributing to a range of disruptive 
environmental problems, from landfill to polyester particles in oceans and our bodies’ 
endocrine systems (Chapter 9). In contrast with previous academic studies of clothes, 
which have tended to pursue singular lines of explication vis-à-vis production, 
consumption, waste and/or materiality (for example, Tokatli 2008, 2014; Tokatli et al. 
2008; Hughes 2005; Brooks 2013; Miller et al. 1998), here I present a purposefully unkempt 
ethnography of clothes and clothes use, encompassing associations and relations well 
beyond the object (and indeed, questioning the very notion of clothes as object). Taking 
clothes as a catalyst, I explore a processual geography of everyday material encounters.  
Influenced by such bodies of thought, this thesis sits at the intersection of more specific 
critical social science literature upon which geographers have frequently drawn, and to 
which they have also contributed. At the very broadest level, this thesis brings together two 
areas of research that are often held close to one another in conversation, but are rarely 
critically addressed together: geographies of young people and geographies of 
consumption. I couple these literatures to foreground an everyday politics of young adult 
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consumption. Alongside this are three further themes which appear throughout the thesis 
chapters, and speak back to the politics of young adult consumption. These are the 
trajectories, care and stewardship of clothes; material literacies; and the liveliness of 
materials (Figure 1.2). Each of these is briefly canvassed in the subsections that follow, 
before being further unpacked in subsequent thesis chapters.  
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Figure 1.2: Weaving together the unruly associations of clothes in the everyday lives of young adults 
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The material geographies of young people and consumption: towards a politics of 
young adult consumption 
Geographies of consumption and geographies of young adulthood were central to my 
original research agenda and have led to the first theme of this thesis – a politics of young 
adult consumption. Geographies of consumption are indeed far-reaching (Goss 2004, 
2006; Mansvelt 2008, 2009, 2010a). The approaches that have most strongly informed this 
thesis are concerned with commodities and the social and geographical life of things (see 
also Appadurai 1986; Gregson and Crewe 2003; Gregson 2007; Gregson et al. 2007b; 
Crang et al. 2013; Evans 2014, 2018). As a way of revealing the biographies that sit behind 
everyday things, I have been particularly motivated to ‘follow the thing’ (Cook 2004, Cook 
et al. 2006). This thesis shadows a rich history of geographical scholarship which has 
‘followed’ things: as a way to analyse connections in the mobility of commodities (cf. 
Jackson 1999; Gregson et al. 2010), expose exploitative relationships or defetishise ‘the 
thing’ (cf. Cook 2004, Cook and Harrison 2007), to interpret ‘alternative’ modes of 
consumption (for example ‘Fair Trade’, ‘organic’ or ‘ethical’ goods) (cf. Bryant and 
Goodman 2004; Hughes et al. 2005) or explore migration and life histories via everyday 
objects (cf. Burrell 2011). More recent work at the meso-scale – particularly across 
geographies of household sustainability – has ‘followed things’ into the household as a way 
of acknowledging the ‘complex politics and practices’, ‘assemblages’ and internal forces of 
everyday life as ‘part of, and a product of, a network of connections’ (Head et al. 2013: 352; 
Gibson et al. 2013) – or by literally tracing the movement of stuff in and around the home 
(Evans 2018). 
My own approach sits somewhere in between the latter two scales. Akin to recent work 
from David Evans (2018:114), I followed clothes in and through households by ‘exploring 
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the connections and flows between points in a network’, their mobility and their 
relationships – thereby seeking to develop a more comprehensive ‘biography of things’. But 
whereas Evans (2018) suspends the concept of the ‘connected household’ while following 
food and laundry through it – in this thesis I actively engage with the materiality and 
practice of everyday clothes use to illuminate the ways everyday life (including the everyday 
politics of young adult consumption) are connected to wider social, economic and material 
networks (Head et al. 2013). From the information on clothing labels (Chapter 5) to the 
leaching of micro-plastics (Chapter 9), clothes connect consumers and producers, human 
and non-human bodies, even if such relations are opaque and impervious (Cook et al. 
2007). Clothes are one of many ‘things’ that move through domestic space (Evans 2018). 
They are not passive in their movements – but rather intersect with and shape various 
‘zones of frictions and traction’ (Head et al. 2013) which both complement and strain 
sustainability outcomes (Chapter 7). 
Across the globe practically everyone owns clothes. But a surplus of such accoutrements is 
largely found in wealthy societies in the Global North. The emphasis of this thesis is, then, 
rather unapologetically, on contemporary young adults in the Global North, where 
accumulative consumption and clothes use as fashion is most possible. This focus stems 
from widely held beliefs (formed, largely, on generalised or sweeping claims) that young 
adults in the Global North, also discussed in this thesis as Generation Y4, have a different 
mindset towards material and resource consumption compared to generations before them. 
In question is what Hinsliff (2017, n.p) recently critiqued as the ‘millennial mindset’: the 
highhanded and singular generalisations surrounding a generation who are standardised as 
                                                          
4 This thesis’ focus on contemporary young adults overlaps with the various temporal definitions of 
Generation Y/Millennial generational cohort, who are arguably the target of the stereotypes directed at 
contemporary young adults. The importance of generations, and a perspective focused on lifecourse, is 
discussed further in Chapter 4. 
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‘selfish’, ‘entitled’ and ‘lazy’, and who are said to be more focused on status display over 
meaningful engagement. This thesis’ use of a lifecourse approach to geographies of young 
adulthood recognises that: ‘rather than following fixed and predictable life stages, we live 
dynamic and varied lifecourses which have, themselves, different situated meanings’ 
(Hopkins and Pain 2007: 290). 
How young adults move through various lifecourse transitions is also influenced by their 
class as well as gender, sexuality, race, (dis)ability and locality (Hopkins and Pain 2007, see 
also Chapter 8). Such concepts, of course, are never neutral and require careful 
interpretation and exploration (Hopkins and Pain 2007). My focus on contemporary young 
adults in the Global North is not intended to ‘other’ them from older generations (who, it 
should be said, are also limited by one-dimensional stereotypes, see Mansvelt 2010b, for 
instance). Nor is it to separate acts of consumption in the Global North from conspicuous 
consumption in the Global South (Hansen 1999; McEwan et al. 2015). Rather, it is to 
(re)position contemporary young adults in the Global North – who are often at the centre 
of debates of affluence, hedonism, environmental and material dilemmas – within 
understandings of the materials and practices of clothes use. The unbounding of these 
binaries is explored in greater detail in Part One (Chapters 3 and 4), and in Chapter 7 and 8. 
While geographies of consumption and geographies of young adulthood provided the 
overarching direction for the thesis, three subsequent, and more specific, themes helped to 
tease out the unruly associations of young people’s clothing consumption (Figure 1.2). 
Following Mansvelt (2008: 109), the below themes do not always place the young adult 
‘consumer’ at the centre, but rather, engage with ‘the ways in which people, like 
commodities, slip in and out of commoditised moments’. I turn now to briefly outline each 
of these. 
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The trajectories, care and stewardship of clothing 
The second theme explores concepts of curation and spatial order. Among the host of 
material concerns outlined above is geography’s interest in display, ordering, collecting and 
archiving (DeSilvey 2006, 2007a, b; Geoghegan 2010; Geoghegan and Hess 2015; 
Woodward and Greasley 2017; Gregson 2007; Gregson and Crewe 2003; Hurdley 2006). 
Indeed, there appears to be something of a curatorial sensibility sweeping cultural 
geography (DeSilvey 2007b; Joosse and Hracs 2015; Woodward and Greasley 2017; Hunt 
2016). My own interest in curation was inspired by a call for papers to the 2014 Institute of 
British Geographers Conference, for research around the theme of ‘co-producing a 
heuristic conceptualisation of curation’. Not unlike the more popular use of the term 
curation (Williams 2009; Balzer 2014), I was initially drawn to the potential of curation to 
understand the creation of value in clothes and clothes spaces (including retail spaces and 
shopping displays, see Appendix 1). As the thesis evolved, curation took on meaning in a 
broader sense – as a method to describe the bricolage of clothes use encompassing 
everyday practice, bodies, spaces, knowledge and things. 
At various points throughout this thesis I borrow from concepts that are more familiar to 
museum studies – but that kindly lend themselves to the realm of ‘keeping’.  I aim to 
broaden the scope of geographies of curation – extending beyond the collecting institution 
into the realm of the everyday. I consider how clothes use is shapes and is shaped by the 
curation of objects and domestic materialities5, and how young adults themselves play a 
                                                          
5 A related influence is scholarship related to accommodation and dwelling with things (Gregson 2007; see 
Heidegger 1978). Engaging closely with the work of Nicky Gregson (2007), I am interested in extended 
geographies of consumption as being  less about ‘acts of appropriation’, and more to do with ‘being at home 
with things, as well as people, the things we have around us…acts of sorting, holding and keeping, and 
ridding’  (Gregson 2007:20). While Heidegger’s philosophies are gaining interest in the social sciences in 
research on consumption and home (see Bartram 2016; Cox 2016; Gregson 2007; Miller 2008; Gorman-
Murray 2008; Lane et al. 2009; Brickell 2012) practices of accommodation and accommodating for things are 
seldom discussed for young people.  
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curatorial role (Chapter 7). Included in this is an interest in how (dis)order can render 
things as matter ‘out of place’ (Douglas 1966; Hetherington 2004). 
Engagement with the concept of clothing curation led me towards a second body of work: 
an interest in care and stewardship for things. Clothing appears caught in a capitalist 
hierarchy of fashion provision, one which dictates continuous market growth and in effect 
promotes high levels of low cost material consumption over craft and quality. The ways in 
which we think about and tend to our garments also appear to be coloured by this 
discourse (Fletcher 2016). There is growing concern that once common skills like 
dressmaking, sewing, knitting and mending, which all extend the life of clothes, are being 
lost (Gibson and Stanes 2011). Where craft skills persist it is often within the preserve of 
dedicated amateurs and hobbyists, rather that a part of widespread fashion practice6 
(Fletcher 2016; Twigger Holroyd 2017). Of interest in this thesis are the kinds of skills and 
activities that might lay at the margins of vernacular practice – but that are thoroughly 
implicated in everyday clothes use, such as the careful storage or laundering (Fletcher 2016; 
Gill and Lopes 2011; Gill et al. 2017; Woodward 2007).  
My interest, specifically, is how ongoing and mundane acts of maintenance and care draw 
on a particular commitment to objects and matter that sit outside the intentions of brands 
or designers – and beyond formally learned skills like dressmaking or sewing. Here, the 
concept of curation takes on a second meaning, where cura (Latin), ‘take care of’ or ‘to care 
for’ is recast in terms of material and practice. Empirically, the thesis thus moves beyond 
the problematisation of consumption and the excessive consumer (Chapter 3), tracing 
practices of ethics embedded within the everyday use of objects – for example practices of 
                                                          
6 I acknowledge a flourishing literature across the social sciences and design that has attended to the revival of 
making cultures (including clothing related skills dressmaking, knitting and sewing) over recent years. This has 
emerged in reaction to austerity measures (Hall and Jayne 2016), a purported renaissance in craft (Price 2015) 
and the rise of the digital economy (Luckman 2015). Arguably, these skills, although enjoying a revival, are 
still underutilised in the everyday (see Chapters 6 and 7).  
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gifting and second-hand exchange (Gregson and Crewe 2003; Waight 2013, 2015), and 
storage, maintenance and reuse (Collins 2015; Gibson et al. 2013; Lane and Watson 2011, 
2012; Gregson et al. 2007b, Gregson et al. 2009). In contrast to what the stereotypes imply, 
a practical ethics of care and stewardship is not lost on young people (Chapters 6 and 7, see 
also Collins 2014, 2015). Throughout this thesis are practical examples that draw on a 
particular bodily commitment to caring for clothes (Chapter 6), and that disrupt material 
flows of stuff (Chapter 7), forging a ‘different means of engagement with waste’ (Chapter 9; 
Hawkins 2006: 128; Lane and Watson 2012; Hobson 2004, 2006; Barr and Gilg 2006). 
Even where this thesis roams into discussion around physical and emotional acts of care 
for others, practices such as clothes shopping, wearing and storing clothes help to knit 
these themes together with clothes use (Chapter 8). 
 
Material literacies 
A third body of work that has influenced this thesis is a focus on object materiality and 
material literacies of use. Until recently, the geographies of clothes have largely focused on 
their non-material meanings – being considerations of clothing on the performance of 
social categories such as gender, class, sexuality and religion, among others. But at the 
interface between the materiality of clothes, and the sociality of wear, are a different set of 
agencies: the practiced, the textual and the tactile. While there are long-standing interests in 
geography related to the textures, sensualities and embodiments of place and objects 
(Anderson and Wylie 2009; Thrift 2004; Hetherington 2003, for instance), the materialities 
and material literacies of clothes have been largely absent (see Gregson et al. 2002b; Crewe 
2003; Woodward and Fisher 2014 for exception). As clothes are worn in and worn out, 
they are in a ‘constant process of becoming’: ‘they have lives’ and ‘stories to tell’ (Crewe 
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2017: 4; Ingold 2007) (see Chapters 6-7 and 9). Clothes are also agentive (cf. Bennett 2010). 
Their materials impact and affect us. It is only through the body, as Louise Crewe (2017: 5) 
argues, ‘that we can feel the materiality of our clothes, and their touch and fit, and it is only 
through our bodies that we can see, feel, understand and comprehend the world and our 
place in it’. Western thought has tended to privilege ocularcentric sensory hierarchies to the 
particular neglect of surfaces (Forsyth et al. 2013). Yet, clothes and their texture are felt 
through somatic feeling – ‘the sensations that arise within moving bodies’ (Paterson 2015: 
35). Feeling and touch is an inescapably fundamental dimension of clothes use, 
encouraging attention to the co-constitution of the moving body (Chapter 5, 6 and 9). In 
the chapters that follow I outline the material literacies of young adults’ clothes use – and 
where, to borrow again from Louise Crewe (2003: 355, citing Gregson et al. 2002b and 
Williams and Hubbard 2001: 204), ‘certain types of products [and] places… are imbued 
with desire or disgust, love or loathing […] and where the thermal, acoustic, luminary and 
olfactory qualities of the space [and objects] are fully recognised’. 
 
Liveliness of materials 
Creating a deeper understanding of object materiality and the matter of clothes also 
connects with the fourth corpus of work that has influenced this thesis: the liveliness of 
materials. The work of Jane Bennett (2010), Tim Ingold (2007), Nicky Gregson (with 
Helen Watkins and Melania Calestani 2010 and Mike Crang 2010), and Gay Hawkins (2006, 
2009), among many others, urge geographers to consider the vital materialisms of objects 
and things: their animation, liveliness and enchantment. The material metamorphosis of 
objects is central to this argument. As Hawkins (2006) argues, with her account of glass 
recycling, the breaking of glass in a recycling lorry animates the glass from the structure of 
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the bottle, and marks a birthing of materials into the recycling economy. Similarly, as 
clothes wear and breakdown, their component materials (as assembled materials in 
transition) undergo various stages of composition and decay (Ingold 2007). As clothes 
unfurl, they bring their own qualities, capacities and properties to these relations (Browne 
et al. 2011; Liboiron 2016; Chapters 5, 6 and 9). The materiality and vitality of clothes, as 
garments, as fabrics, as polymers and textiles, thus looms throughout the thesis. 
 
Tracing the unruly associations of clothes: a roadmap for an unkempt thesis 
Like any decent clothing collection, this thesis springs from my distinctive perspective and 
disposition towards clothing, while accommodating a degree of unanticipated eclecticism. I 
have long enjoyed wearing, collecting, swapping and reading about clothes. Indeed, my 
own wardrobe is full of varied and personal clothes collections – whether band t-shirts, 
vintage clothing or simply an appreciation of skill and quality. It is also an evolving archive 
of experiences, memories, practices and learnings. Some of these resonate throughout this 
thesis. In the years after I completed high school, I worked as a retail assistant in a range of 
stores – both high street retailers, and boutique fashion outlets. Working among clothes 
inspired me to start asking critical questions about the fashion cycle, the speed of trends, 
the quality of clothing (or lack thereof), new fabrics and materials, and of transportation 
and packaging. A geography honours project, and the later opportunity to work on an 
Australian Research Council funded project titled ‘Making Less Space for Carbon’ in 2009, 
allowed me to engage, critically, in debates about clothing and environmental sustainability. 
I explore these personal beginnings again in Chapter 2. Titled ‘Practising research 
methodologies’, it details the spirit with which I approached the task of conducting a 
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clothing ethnography. Picking up loose theoretical ends from this prefatory chapter, I 
expand on my methodology as informed by material-cultural geographies and inspired by 
theories of practice. Chapter 2 also reflects on the methodological process of a PhD by 
compilation. I draw promiscuously from multiple approaches to support my concerns with 
practices and materials. The second part of Chapter 2 outlines how I executed the 
ethnography, including a reflection on the value of ‘things being shown’. During the 
journey of this project, I have engaged in a range of different formal research methods 
detailing clothing use, but have also pursued diverse activities and ventures related to 
clothes. The bulk of these are outlined in detail in Chapter 2. But there are also other 
activities which have played a less recognised role in the shaping of this thesis. One 
instance of this is a fortnightly volunteer role I have with an organisation that offers a 
mobile laundering service to the broader community – helping those in precarious or 
itinerant positions to care for their clothes and their bodies. Another instance is 
Wollongong’s inaugural Fashion Revolution event, which I co-organised with the 
University of Wollongong’s Human Geography Society.  The event incorporated talks and 
a clothes swap.  
The form taken by this thesis thus reflects my singular interest in clothes, but also my 
various experiences, political-ethical motivations, formal and informal research 
explorations, methods and data sources, and intersecting angles to analysis. While united 
within a single argument concerned with nuancing understandings of young people and 
clothes use via concepts of unruly material-cultural associations, the thesis also houses a 
degree of internal eclecticism. That its structure sits outside the orthodoxy of a singular, 
linear narrative reflects the contours of my published and in-press writings, and my 
previous activities and experiences related to clothes use. It also reflects, in part, a wish to 
capture and reflect in a structural sense, within the thesis itself, the array of associations 
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unleashed by clothes and clothes use in the context of young people’s everyday lives. 
Resisting positivist norms of sequential linearity in the structure of this thesis, I have 
gathered below a story in two halves, each of which houses its own internal angles of 
analysis.  
Part One of this thesis investigates the broader context in which this study is situated: 
concerns over the consumption patterns of young adults. Beginning with the question 
‘Young people in the Global North: environmental heroes or pleasure-seeking 
consumers?’, Chapter 3 addresses questions of why young adults are important in the 
context of consumption and environmental sustainability. Undertaking a critical review of 
research across geographies of children, youth and young adulthood, it makes the case that 
existing research on young adults in the Global North has typically been framed around 
one of two narratives: portraying young people as agents of positive environmental change 
or careless and hedonistic consumers. In this process, young people (including young 
adults) have been positioned as a uniform mass. Their complex, multiple and shifting 
identities and priorities have been stifled, misinterpreted or distorted. The lived experience 
for young people and young adults is far more complex than the stereotypes allow. While 
young people are often framed as ‘adults in waiting’ (James and James 2004), Chapter 3 
contends that young people are already important actors in households, communities and 
institutions. Their relations with materials, practices and broader politics of 
environmentalism are worthy of further attention. This chapter asserts that the dual 
identities that frame young people are too simplistic, and points to the need for future 
research to move beyond entrenched binaries.  
Chapter 4, entitled ‘Young adult households and domestic sustainabilities’, brings empirical 
material to bear on the binaries discussed in Chapter 3. It acknowledges that the 
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generational cohort most often critiqued for their purportedly hedonistic consumption 
patterns has ‘grown up’. Drawing on data from a large-scale survey conducted as part of a 
broader research project within the Australian Centre for Cultural Environmental Research, 
Chapter 4 uncovers important inter-generational differences in environmental attitudes and 
everyday domestic practices. Prior analysis of the survey data questioned ‘which 
households are doing the work of environmental sustainability’ – suggesting that women, 
suburban-detached households and lower income segments of the population were 
ultimately doing most of the work of being ‘sustainable’ (Waitt et al. 2012; Gibson et al. 
2013). The influence of household age (and householders’ position in the lifecourse), 
however, was missing in these accounts. It was in this context that an analysis of survey 
data, as presented in Chapter 4, provided insights into the politics of young adults in the 
context of the home and sustainability. In Chapter 2 and Chapter 4, I provide detail on the 
survey methodology and techniques of analysis, including how survey data were analysed 
based on the generational cohort of the household head/s. While some results mirrored 
the critical narratives introduced in Chapter 3, deeper interrogation of the survey results 
disrupted the binary of young adults as both ‘environmental heroes’ and ‘careless 
consumers’. Generational differences were shown to influence environmental attitudes and 
everyday domestic practices in complex ways. I argue that such differences between 
generational attitudes and practices are reflected in how the lifecourse intersects with 
housing and labour markets, and norms of cleanliness. Chapter 4 provides further evidence 
of the shortcomings of singular interpretations of the geographies of young adulthood, 
consumption and geographies of everyday domestic sustainabilities.  
Part Two then follows. It hones in on clothing as the second empirical angle of this thesis, 
to further trouble dominant discourses of young adults. Via a curation of diverse research 
and related ethnographic activities, a series of case studies is presented as four lines of 
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enquiry – which take an object, a space, a person and a material (respectively) – to open up 
different portals for rethinking clothes consumption. As a means to reintroduce the 
empirical subject of clothing to the thesis, Part Two begins by outlining why clothes matter 
in the context of young adults and environmental sustainability (Chapter 5 titled ‘Why 
clothes?’). Accompanied by a series of photographic vignettes of clothing labels and tags, 
Chapter 5 offers a visual exploration of the political economy of production and 
manufacture, material origins, branding, sustainability implications of clothes, care and 
sensuosities.  
Chapter 6 introduces the first substantive ethnographic chapter of this thesis. Titled 
‘Clothes-in-Process: Touch, Texture, Time’, Chapter 6 is attentive to the haptic and 
embodied relations embedded within stories of worn clothes. This chapter unsettles the 
idea of clothing as an ‘object’ by theorising clothes as always in-process. Drawing on 
ethnographic encounters, and using touch as a lens to explore how clothes feel across a 
garment’s prosaic biography, Chapter 6 asserts that the material qualities of garments are an 
active, tangible force that works in dialogue with wearing – a relationship that evolves over 
time as clothes ‘wear in’ or ‘wear out’. The liveliness of materials and the haptic skills that 
attend to the use of clothes in-process speaks to value, care and responsibility. This chapter 
argues that paying attention to the somatosensory registers of the body can establish deeper 
material meanings in and through clothing textiles, and garments, as they wear over time.  
Chapter 7, titled ‘Routes of excess: ‘fast’ fashion, material ordering and the careful use of 
clothes in wardrobes’, revisits the discourse of young adults as ‘careless’ and ‘hedonistic’ (as 
outlined in Part One). Using a single and mundane household space, the wardrobe, as an 
analytical portal, I consider the cyclic rhythms of clothing excess and redundancy in day-to-
day life. From ethnographic engagements, Chapter 7 details the everyday tasks of clothing 
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use – including mundane activities of displaying, folding, hanging and storing. It also details 
the curation of storage display and the logics at work in acts of curation. I argue that the 
wardrobes of young adults are a useful lens for exploring how ‘old-fashioned values’ of 
thrift and frugality are being recast in the contemporary maintenance, care and repair of 
clothes. 
Chapter 8, entitled ‘Faith, Fashion and care-at-distance: A dialogue with a Muslim Fashion 
Blogger’, changes tack, and style, focusing on a single ethnographic encounter as a means 
to explore an alternative analytical ‘slice’ through themes such as care and curation. Chapter 
8 examines the practice of curating clothes in digital atmospheres, with a spotlight on one 
curator, blogger @Sara_Why, who writes about and photographs her daily fashion choices 
to an online audience of over 20,000 (mostly) young adults. Combining literature on care 
work with the literature on Islamic and modest fashion, this chapter takes a feminist 
approach to explore clothing, identity and care – and how care for followers of the blog is 
managed at-distance, and online. In this chapter, Sara’s intersectional subjectivities provide 
the curatorial context, but also the means through which to explore geographies of care-at-
distance in online communities centred around fashion. This chapter argues that spaces of 
modest fashion blogging do more than share stories and ideas about clothes, and drive 
consumption. It also highlights the importance of clothing in building and maintaining 
relations. In this case, modest fashion blogs support Muslim women to have stewardship 
over their own identities, form new networks of friendship and – most critically for this 
thesis – use clothing as a locus to seek out, and receive, care and support. 
The final empirical chapter, Chapter 9, explores how the micro-geographies of clothing use 
materialise in another way: how clothes become waste (or not). Titled ‘Materials that linger: 
An embodied geography of polyester clothes’, Chapter 9 follows polyester clothes – 
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materially, temporally and geographically – beyond spaces of production to their everyday 
use, storage, divestment, reuse and recirculation. Extending on concepts first introduced in 
Chapter 6, Chapter 9 is attentive to the complex haptic and embodied engagements of 
consumers. This chapter offers a kind of refusal of viewing polyester (and indeed all 
materials – clothing textiles or otherwise) as if they exist in isolation to sensorial, emotional, 
and evaluative engagements. In light of new evidence of polyester’s capacity for micro-
pollution and long decay time, Chapter 9 rethinks how the challenges of polyester clothing 
waste are conceptualised and confronted. The ‘problem’ of polyester becomes not just a 
question of the material involved and the forms it takes, but of the troublesome ways in 
which people relate with these materials as part of their wardrobes and everyday domestic 
routines (such as doing the laundry or partaking in exercise). As the last step towards 
following clothes into their unknown afterlives, Chapter 9 highlights the politics and ethics 
of clothes waste and demands a rethinking of the material and temporal positioning of how 
clothing becomes waste. 
Taken together, the collection of stories in Part Two builds a meta-narrative around the 
micro-geographies of clothes use amongst young adults in the affluent context of Sydney, 
Australia. The range of topics presented here certainly does not exhaust the possible 
themes which emerge from a materialist-cultural approach to young adults and clothing. 
Indeed, each of the papers and chapters makes suggestions for future work, and in Chapter 
10 I also return to a range of future research possibilities. I recognise that the knowledge 
generated by this thesis is situated and partial. But what I offer through this project – its 
questions, findings and shortcomings – is what I hope is viewed constructively as a palette 
of analytical possibilities and a catalyst for future explorations of the geographies of young 
adulthood and the cultural-material geographies of clothes. Such threads are important 
socially, politically, economically and environmentally.   
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* * * 
 
This thesis dwells in the realm of the everyday, considering practices, norms, comforts and 
affects (Lefebvre 1984). The everyday enlivens the domain of consumption, of shops, 
wardrobes and clothes, and the material flows and formative processes that influence how 
we live with things. This thesis casts light on routines of domesticity and of clothes, and 
reflects on bodies and materials in situ. Attention to practices, materials and their relational 
geographies are implicated in this thesis’ core intellectual impulses. Unruly associations of 
clothes embrace different ways of living with things, attentive to meaningful (and 




 Practising research methodologies 
  
Heterogeneous, fluid, intimate: as a PhD by compilation – and within the confines of a 
singular topic and focus – this thesis reflects a philosophical openness towards seemingly 
inchoate threads, and diverse, unruly associations. The research undertaken to support this 
thesis encompassed assorted activities, encounters and forms of ‘data’ tracing the multiple 
spatialities, materialities and temporalities of young adult consumption and clothes use. An 
initial analysis of large-scale survey data provided a general overview of the context in 
which young adult consumption is embedded. A second phase of ethnography provided 
nuance to the materials and practices of clothes use, employing a range of experiments to 
explore ‘fashion journeys’ with young adults. They included: go-along interviews, home 
tours, participant diaries, collected material and complementary investigations. This thesis 
reflects the chronology of these two overarching phases, but in its final format offers a 
curated montage of material, visual and textural narratives, seeking to acknowledge the 





Revisiting the conceptual toolkit: approaching research 
This thesis makes use of multiple research methods and data sources. My practice not only 
underscores the complex and unruly associations of clothes – but also the iterative process 
of a PhD by compilation. Undertaking a PhD by compilation lent itself to exploring ‘stand-
alone empirical issues’ and ‘discrete schemes that spoke to a broader theme’ (Dowling et al. 
2012: 295; Nevin and Grant 2012). There was success in some explorations, and the 
benefits of experience gained in other, less efficacious attempts (Appendix 2). The 
structure of the appendices at the conclusion of this thesis shares this process, and is 
testament to the series of ‘mini-projects’ and experiments that influenced this thesis, but 
ultimately did not fit into the core body of work (Dowling et al. 2012: 395) (see Appendix 
1, 2 and 5).  
The possibility of a PhD by publication unfolded as I immersed myself in the questions 
central to this thesis. My first step towards exploring the broader theme of the material 
geographies of young adult consumption was to return survey data generated from a 
previous research project in the research centre where I was based, and in which I 
participated due to my professional ‘day job’ as a research assistant and technical officer in 
the School of Geography and Sustainable Communities at the University of Wollongong. 
That project, funded by the Australian Research Council, was titled ‘Making Less Space for 
Carbon: Cultural Research for Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation’ (2009-2013)7. 
The broad aims of that project were to explore material-cultural aspects of everyday 
household life and environmental sustainability. My particular role on that project was the 
design, pilot and administration of a large-scale region-wide survey to Illawarra households. 
                                                          
7 The broader project drew on a mixed-methods approach to explore the ways in which climate change action 
is constructed and embedded in everyday life (see Gibson et al. 2011a, b; Gibson et al. 2013; Waitt et al. 2012; 
Head et al. 2013 for project outputs). 
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The survey, ‘Tough Times? Green Times? A survey of the issues important to households 
in the Illawarra’, had two central objectives: first, to undertake a baseline study of regional 
climate change knowledge; and second, to identify existing cultural resources for, and 
constraints to, more environmentally sustainable practices at the household scale (Waitt et 
al. 2012).  
 The ‘Tough Times? Green Times?’ survey asked a series of open and closed questions 
covering themes such as socio-economic characteristics, ‘pro-environmental’ household 
practices, judgements of environmental issues and climate change and local place-based 
attachments (Waitt et al. 2012) (Appendix 3). Mindful of Liverman’s (2008: 5) critique that 
case studies on climate change adaptation and vulnerability are too often ‘undertaken 
outside frameworks that permit aggregation, comparison or general insights’, comparison 
was facilitated by developing a number of survey questions alongside other national and 
international surveys that addressed similar themes (Waitt et al. 2012). For instance, a 
question designed to collect information for 32 ‘normal’ ‘pro-environmental’ practices was 
adapted from a previous survey administered by Stuart Barr (2008)8. 
The survey and cover letter, inviting participation from an adult familiar with the running 
of the household, was posted in July 2009 to a random sample of 11,555 households drawn 
from eight suburbs across the Illawarra region (a location one hour south of Sydney, but 
now increasingly viewed as part of the greater Sydney conurbation). A reply paid envelope 
was enclosed to increase participation. The suburbs represented five income quintile 
brackets on a low-high continuum. The number of surveys posted to each income quintile 
was shaped by their proportional contribution to the Illawarra region, and by the 
                                                          
8 The results of this question are reproduced in Chapter 4. See Tables 4.6 to 4.10 
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expectation of lower response rates from low-income suburbs (Waitt et al. 2012)9. The 
suburbs were also representative of the urban form of the Illawarra, including a mix of 
high-density apartments, medium-density housing and low-density suburban housing. 
Some 1,465 households completed the survey (a response rate of 12.67%), a statistically 
representative number for the population sampled (Waitt et al. 2012). The anonymous 
nature of the survey prohibited a targeted follow-up to increase the response rate10. SPSS 
was used to manage and analyse the data from the postal survey.  
At that point in time, I had no idea that this initial research involvement would become 
part of my doctoral work. In fact, at that juncture, I was not even certain that I would ever 
attempt a PhD. As a recent graduate from a bachelor degree and a novice researcher, I was 
content to develop my research skills in a fairly contained manner by involving myself in 
various research projects, while gaining experience in publishing (see Klocker and Stanes 
2012; Waitt et al. 2012). When I began my PhD in late 2011, I returned to the survey data 
set. While previous analyses of survey data had interrogated questions of gender, income, 
mobility and transport, water use, and climate change attitudes (Waitt et al. 2012, Organo et 
al. 2013; Harada 2014; Moy 2012), cross-examination of the survey data by age or 
generational cohort had not yet occurred.  
The results of the survey analysis are outlined in detail in Chapter 4. Statistical analysis 
identified patterns of young adult domestic sustainabilities that aligned with the stereotypes 
of young adulthood described in Chapter 1. These patterns were subsequently used to 
create a general overview of the context in which young adults’ narratives, knowledge and 
                                                          
9 The Illawarra suburbs that received a random sample of the survey, from low-income to high-income, were: 
lowest income (Bellambi [n= 1609] and Port Kembla [n=2083]), second lowest (North Wollongong [n=553] 
and Oak Flats [n=2339]), the middle (Mangerton [n=1028] and Shellharbour [n=1274]), second highest 
(Balgownie [n=1855]) and highest (Austinmer [n=815]) (Waitt et al. 2012). 
10 The cost involved in large-scale mailout surveys was another prohibitive factor in forgoing targeted follow-
up to increase the response rate.  
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behaviour were created and embedded (see Chapter 4). I subsequently sought out a more 
exploratory approach in which rich description and interpretive contextualisation of 
everyday consumption and clothes use could emerge (LeCompte and Schensul 1999; Crang 
and Cook 2007). This pointed me towards ethnographic methods. 
Ethnography has been ascribed considerable merit in consumption research. Over the past 
twenty years social and cultural geographers have drawn on a range of mixed ethnographic 
methods to explore a range of sites where consumption occurs, including: shopping and 
retail (Crewe 2000, 2003; Gregson et al. 2002a, b; Miller 1998, Miller et al. 1998), 
supermarkets (Colls and Evans 2008), flea markets (Slocum 2008; Coles 2014), car-boot 
sales and second-hand stores (Crewe and Gregson 1998; Gregson and Crewe 2003), the 
internet (Miller and Slater 2001), and most recently, the body (Colls 2004; Goodman and 
Goodman 2001; Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2013). Studies of consumption have 
tended to place an understanding on what consumers do, the relationships they have with 
commodities, and their role within consumer society (Jackson and Thrift 1995; Miller 
1995). Historically, such debates have been closely aligned with identity politics, 
contributing to a narrative of who is consuming or where consumption is taking place 
(Miller 1995, 1998; Miller et al. 1998; Crewe 2000; Jackson and Thrift 1995; Mansvelt 
2005). But a reliance on interviews has excluded forms of non-verbal communication, 
neglecting opportunities to trace the material-cultural biographies of consumption. A 
persistent criticism has been that ‘little ethnographic or qualitative research has been 
reported on what people actually do with their purchases’ (Crewe 2000: 280, emphasis 
added). 
To this end, geographers have turned to the home to gain insights into the private lives of 
households and the consumption practices that occur within the ‘patterning and experience 
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of everyday life’ (Evans 2014, 2018: 110; Miller 2001; Domosh 1998; Hall 2011) – 
particularly in research on everyday domestic sustainabilities. Examples include cooking 
and eating (Evans 2012a, 2014, 2018), gifting (Farbotko and Head 2013), heating and 
cooling in homes (Royston 2014; Hitchings et al. 2015b), water use (Head and Muir 2007; 
Waitt and Welland 2017; Waitt 2017) and attention to the use, reuse and disposal of things 
(Gregson 2007; Gregson et al. 2007b, 2009; Woodward 2007, 2015b).  
Ethnographic methods have also been used to explore the emotional, haptic, sensual and 
embodied interactions and experiences with materials and practice (Pink 2015; Waitt and 
Harada 2016; Straughan 2012; Colls 2004). The use of what Crang (2003) dubbed ‘touchy-
feely’ methodologies shifted focus away from the primacy of talk towards new ways of 
‘feeling fieldwork’ that get to the ‘raft of somatic sensations’ (Paterson 2009: 778; see also 
Pink 2015; Straughan 2012, Brown 2016 for examples). Here, the body – and bodily 
interactions – are vital. Such methodologies recognise that not all practice can be explained 
through talk (Pink 2012), and the importance of ‘everyday embodied experiences of 
touching and feeling, conjunctions of sensation and emotion’ that arise with the ‘physicality 
of the body’ (Paterson 2009: 766). This has given rise to a range of multi-sensory 
ethnographic methods, which are open to multiple ways of knowing (Pink 2015). This has 
been particularly desirable in research where more outcomes for more sustainable 
consumption have been sought (Waitt and Harada 2016; Waitt and Welland 2017; Evans 
2014).  
This thesis utilised what might be called ‘multi-site ethnography’ (Marcus 1995), adopting 
an analytical strategy that employed various routes to access tacit knowledge enacted in 
interactions with clothes, thus bringing a nuanced and critical perspective to everyday 
clothing consumption that better reflects its complexity and vitality. In so doing, I sought 
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to bring together two strands of research – ‘following the thing’ and material culture, both 
of which employ ethnographic methodologies – to generate new insights into the materials 
and practices of clothes use at the scale of everyday household consumption. At the same 
time, I sought to recognise the relations and connections of everyday clothes consumption 
within the broader moral and political economies of the clothing garment industry 
(Ramamurthy 2004, 2011; Brooks 2013, 2015a; Barnett et al. 2010). While I arrived at the 
research design with some pre-conceived ideas about what approaches I might pursue, 
some methods proved less successful than the literature led me to expect (see Appendix 2 
for an example of an attempted video methodology). In other methods, I found 
unexpected openings. Ethnographic methodologies gave me space to play, experiment, and 
open myself to serendipitous opportunities (Latham 2003; Pink 2015). Below I summarise 
my responsibilities as a researcher, and outline the ethnographic methodologies used – 
which came together in this thesis as a bricolage of ethnographic techniques that I coined 
‘fashion journeys’.  I then review the complementary investigations that were introduced at 
various stages of the project – which both assisted and improved the final thesis. As a 
result of the methods used, the products of this thesis are a curation of stories about 
clothes and practices of use that acknowledges the material and embodied complexities of 
clothes, the relationality of objects and their multiple stories. 
 
A researcher in practice  
Central to ethnography is recognising the self as a primary instrument of knowing (Clifford 
and Marcus 1986). Reflexivity towards position and power is fundamental in this practice 
(Katz 1994; McDowell 1992; England 1994). All knowledge ‘is produced in specific 
circumstances and…those circumstances shape it in some way’ (Rose 1997: 305). So 
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although it risks seeming self-interested to raise auto-biographical detail and prior 
experience again, it is worth outlining (albeit briefly) my investments in, and relationships 
to, the thesis; how my background influenced the development of the thesis methodology, 
and how it shaped relations with participants – including my interactions with them and 
their expectations of me. 
From my previous experience in retail, I was trained in ‘setting up shop’: unpacking, 
stocking, styling, selling and stocktaking. Retail experience and knowledge – and the ability 
to talk the lingo – won me a level of acceptance with participants as we explored shops 
together and delved into wardrobes (also see complementary investigations below). 
Another factor which shaped the methodology was my employment on the ‘Making Less 
Space for Carbon’ project.  While the particular responsibilities and outputs of the project 
are outlined elsewhere – my involvement in that project ultimately led to the opportunity to 
take on a PhD. The experience gained on that project influenced the research design of this 
thesis, conceptually and theoretically. It started from the observation that that scale of the 
household, and the everyday practices and relations that go on within households, matters 
for the wider issue of sustainability (Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011b; Reid et al. 2010; 
Waitt et al. 2012; Gibson et al. 2011a, b, 2013; Head et al. 2013; Dowling and Power 2011). 
Relationships, practices, meanings, emotions and material flows are all central to 
connections between households, and wider systems of provision (Head et al. 2013).  I 
approached the methodological design for this thesis in a similar manner. Clothing as a 
commodity, its movement during consumption, and its relations to individuals and 
households provided multiple points of departure for this thesis. This is reflected in the 
ethnographic methods selected and the chapters that follow, as I discuss below. 
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The ethnographic phase informing this thesis was undertaken over the course of two years, 
between 2013 and 2015, enrolling twenty-three young adults from Sydney, Australia. I 
experimented with a mix of ethnographic methodologies that took place over three stages: 
shopping go-alongs, solicited diaries and home tours. In addition, I maintained a practice 
of recording fieldnotes as a participant-observer (Watson and Till 2010) and collected and 
archived clothing tags (Chapter 5). 
A broad focus on the young adult cohort provided considerable liberty in deciding where 
to locate research efforts. The places chosen reflected straightforward practicalities. Due to 
restricted mobility as a result of my university employment (which I wished to maintain 
over the duration of my candidature), and my own familiarity with Sydney’s clothing retail 
scene (as a long-term resident), Sydney was chosen as the primary case study site for 
ethnographic research. 
After gaining ethics approval, I formed a strategy for recruiting willing participants. 
Participants were recruited via a range of methods including flyers and advertising at 
Sydney-based universities and community notice boards and online, and (most successfully) 
via personal contacts, word-of-mouth, and snowball sampling. While used extensively 




(Baxter and Eyles 1997; Browne 2005; Noy 2008)11. In some cases, I had prior knowledge 
of the participants. There were also relationships between participants – one, for instance 
was in an intimate relationship with another. Some others knew each other from University 
and through other social networks. Following a process of informed consent12, participants 
were emailed some information about the project that outlined what they could expect 
from each stage of the research (Appendix 5). The initial stage was conducted in person in 
a shopping location convenient to participant. Recruits were provided with a printed 
information sheet to keep before being asked to consent to participate.  
The diversity of recruitment approaches led to an assortment of young adults – who lived 
in diverse household types and neighbourhoods. There is, however, a strong representation 
of female voices (18 of 23 participants). Further detail on the representational diversity of 
participants is contained in Table 2.1. 
                                                          
11 Scholars in the social sciences have documented both the advantages and limitations of snowballing as a 
recruitment method (Browne 2005; Noy 2008; Edwards et al. 1999; Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; Baxter and 
Eyles 1997). Snowball recruitment has been critiqued by some as a biased sampling technique because it 
selects individuals based on social networks (Bernacki and Waldorf 1981; Baxter and Eyles 1997). Feminist 
scholars, on the other hand, largely advocate for snowball recruitment techniques for actively avoiding the 
categorisation of particular groups (by, for instance, preconceived understandings of gender, income or class) 
(see Browne 2005, for instance). While not all participants in this study were recruited by snowball sampling, 
doing so ultimately led to a richer and more diverse dataset than if I had relied on recruitment via advertising 
alone – particularly for recruitment of male participants (see Table 2.1). Strongly advocated for by feminist 
scholars, snowball sampling also helped form and foster relations between myself as a researcher and 
participant (Browne 2005; Noy 2008) – sometimes leading to rich and unexpected complementary 
investigations (see below, and Chapter 8). Further, as an outcome of relations between friends who 
participated in this project (albeit separately), I became aware that I (and the project) was sometimes the topic 
of conversation, as, for instance, when participants discussed the interview experience or when they contact 
each other as part of the process of suggesting further referrals. Like Noy (2008), I found that when 
participants knew each other they tended to compare notes on what was asked and said, and discuss their 
‘performances as interview interlocutors’. 
12 Before asking for written consent from participants I first described how the data would be used and 
highlighted potential issues and concerns. I asked for consent to use participants’ words and photographs 
across all three stages. All participants were given the opportunity to inform me of any events or disclosures 








Household type Tenurec 
Michelle 19 Female Anglo-Australian Full-time student, employed part-
time hospitality worker 
Sydney – South West Non-dependent child 
in couple household 
Owner 
(parents) 
Lara 29 Female Anglo-Australian Student, employed -part-time 
hospitality worker 
Sydney – South East Sharehouse/single 
person household 
Rent 
Nick 25 Male Anglo-Australian Employed full-time  retail 
manager 
Sydney – South East Sharehouse Rent 




Sydney – South West Couple household Owner 
Anne 20 Female Vietnamese- 
Australian 
Full-time student Sydney – South West Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Bailey 20 Female Chinese-
Australian 
Full-time student Sydney – Inner Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Felipe 21 Male Filipino-
Australian 
Full-time student Sydney - West Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Kara 20 Female Vietnamese- 
Australian 
Full-time student Sydney - West Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Marine 19 Female Vietnamese-
Australian 
Full-time student, employed part-
time misc. education professional 
Sydney - West Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Bede 19 Male Chinese-
Vietnamese 
Australian  
Full-time student, employed part-
time natural and physical science 
professional  





David 30 Male Anglo-Australian Employed contract , misc. 
technician and tradeworker 
Sydney - various No fixed household.   
Polly 21 Female Anglo-
Zimbabwean  
Student, employed -part-time 
hospitality worker 
Wollongong Non-dependent child 
in couple household.  
Owner 
(parents) 
Steph 19 Female Taiwanese Full-time student Sydney – South  Sharehouse Renting 
Table 2.1: Participant characteristics and housing arrangements 
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Claudine 31 Female Anglo-South 
African 
Employed part-time, misc. clerical 
and administration  




Sammy 29 Female Anglo-Australian Employed full-time, Hairdresser Sydney – Inner  Couple household.  Renting 
Andrew 27 Male Russian-
Australian 
Employed full-time, Sales, 
marketing and public relations 
professional  
Sydney - East Sharehouse Renting 
Nicole 28   Female Lebanese-
Australian 
Self-employed, misc. sales 
support worker 
Sydney – South East Couple household Owner 
Corrine 27 Female Anglo-Australian Employed full-time, media 
professional  
Sydney - South Sharehouse Renting 
Yael 27  Female Anglo-Australian Self-employed, misc. sales 
support worker 
Sydney – Inner  Couple household Renting 
Lucy 30 Female Anglo-Australian Employed full-time, sales, 
marketing and public relations 
professional 
Sydney – Inner  Sharehouse Renting 
Sally 30 Female Anglo-Australian Employed full-time, media 
professional 
Sydney – South Couple household Renting 
Rebecca 26 Female Anglo-Australian Full time student Sydney – Inner  House sitter Renting 
Raquel 28 Female Anglo-Australian Employed full-time, nursing 
professional  
Sydney – South Couple household Owner 
a To preserve anonymity of participants, minor occupational categories have been used rather than identifying the respondents’ actual occupation. These are 
derived from the Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO), produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics; b To 
preserve the anonymity of participants, a general residential location has been used instead of the actual names of the suburbs or towns that participants lived 
in.; c The participants in this study fell into two tenure types: home-ownership (either themselves or via their parents) or private rental. No participants were 
tenants in public housing rentals. 
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Ethnographic ‘fashion journeys’ 
Across all of the research methods employed, clothes were the primary empirical focus. 
The aim was to explore why clothes were purchased, how they were worn, stored and 
cared for, and ultimately how wearers got rid of what they did not use. The approach 
involved following the literal movements of clothes – tracing them from the shops to the 
home, into and out of wardrobes, and outwards into various conduits of disposal. I 
coupled my interests in the material cultures and materiality of clothing with ‘following the 
thing’ (Marcus 1995; Cook 2004, Cook et al. 2006). I sought to explore the connections 
and flows between clothes as a commodity, and practices and experiences of clothes use by 
individuals and in households (Evans 2014, 2018; Gibson et al. 2013; Head et al. 2013).  
Ethnographic fieldwork took place over two years. Participants were invited to be involved 
in three stages: a shopping go-along, a participant diary and a home tour. The first stage, 
shopping go-alongs, were conducted with 19 of the 23 participants13. Each participant 
chose their shopping location, and while not intentional, ‘going shopping’ was most often 
located on high streets and in shopping malls14. Semi-structured interviews were guided by 
two overarching themes: the atmospheres of shopping spaces, and the act of consumption. 
Walking encouraged participants to show me how they navigated different spaces of 
consumption – provoking discussion of sights, sounds and objects. I paired shopping 
interviews with my own observations. Walking through shops provided a way to get a feel 
for the place and participate in the material organisation of objects inside and outside 
stores, in shopping malls and the city outside. I recorded my own impressions with photos 
                                                          
13 In four cases, the shopping go-alongs were cancelled and unable to be rescheduled. A decision was made to 
persist with the ethnography and invite participants to complete a solicited diary and home tour. 
14 Other shopping locations were encountered – such as second-hand and charity stores, markets or online 
shopping - but far less frequently. 
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and notes. Interviews sometimes brought me back to the same location time and time 
again, and I became familiar with particular shops.  
At the conclusion of the shopping walk-along, participants were invited to complete a 
seven-day clothes use diary. Contrasting the immediate and momentary opportunities for 
conversation generated through interviews, solicited dairies explored more considered and 
reflexive narratives of clothes use, including participants’ spatial, material and temporal 
experiences (de Jong 2015a; Meth 2003; Morrison 2012). While no method ever produces a 
complete account of participant experience, diaries allowed participants to express sensual, 
fleshy, embodied and emotional encounters as they unfolded momentarily through daily 
rhythms of clothes use (cf. Laurier et al. 2008; Morrison 2012; de Jong 2015a). 
The invitation to complete a solicited diary was non-prescriptive; participants were given 
the freedom to choose a method of diary keeping which best suited them and their lifestyle. 
Some participants declined to keep a diary. Other diaries were not returned. In total, eleven 
participants kept a diary for the full one week period. Those participants who returned a 
diary approached the practice of diary keeping differently. In some cases, it was clear that 
entries were reproduced based on the guidelines for research participation (see also de Jong 
2015a). These diary entries contained less reflection, instead providing detail of the specific 
movements and activities of clothes over the week, and in particular, what clothes were 
chosen to wear on a particular day, and why. In other cases, participants were encouraged 
by the creativity of the diary format, and used it to express themselves freely. The eleven 
diaries that were returned included a mix of written diaries, drawings, social media posts 
(such as Instagram) and video. All diaries used the wardrobe to centre movements of 
clothes between acts of wearing, cleaning and maintaining (such as washing). 
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The final stage of the ethnography involved a home tour. All 23 participants were 
interviewed in their home, usually in their bedroom – in order to be proximate to their 
clothing. Semi-structured home tour interviews were guided by four overarching themes 
related to clothing: home and storage, order and display, routines and care. During 
interviews, participants were invited to guide me around their wardrobes, bedrooms and 
homes to further explore clothes use. Walking at home drew out similar provocations to 
the shopping go-alongs. Participants elicited a ‘show and tell’ strategy to detail the role of 
individual objects (Tolia-Kelly 2004), and express their decisions and rationale for use 
(Fletcher 2016). Discussion on the benefits of research methods that incorporate showing 
are outlined below.  
Some home tours extended over many hours and repeat visits. I too became part of the 
research. We hung out. I observed things that participants would be doing regardless of my 
presence. I formed relationships not just with participants, but those they lived with. As 
discussed elsewhere, intrusion on the privacy and intimacy of life is one of the dilemmas of 
domestic ethnography (Evans 2014; Pink 2004, 2012; Miller 2001; Gregson 2007). This was 
particularly the case when I entered the homes of young adults who still lived in the family 
home (see Table 2.1). Some of these participants joked that their parents had made a point 
of staying home because they were uncomfortable with a stranger in their house. Others 
didn’t tell their parents that I was visiting at all. When introduced to parents I had to 
negotiate social norms of hospitality that sit alongside ‘visiting’ (Gregson 2007). Whether 
entering a home with or without parents, moving from ‘stranger’ to ‘visitor’ is a key 
transition as an ethnographer (Gregson 2007). To assist this transition I busied myself in 
the activities of the household: helping to serve food or make tea, cleaning dishes or 
assisting participants to put away and tidy clothes that were brought out of wardrobes to 
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show me. This practice allowed for a more complete participation in the household. It was 
not always possible to go to participants’ homes. In three cases, alternative arrangements 
were made to ‘tour’ homes at distance. In place of ‘being there’, repeat Skype calls were 
made, as a mobile method of touring homes and rummaging wardrobes.  
My reflections on each research encounter were recorded in a notebook and elaborated in a 
digital field diary. Fieldnotes were analysed in parallel with interview and diary data. Where 
observations involved other shoppers, or members of the family who did not consent to 
participate in the research, they were done covertly. Where such people are mentioned, 
anonymity and confidentiality is maintained with the use of pseudonyms.  
The methodological reflection that I offer in the following section is based on Ingold’s 
(2000) notion of showing. The strength of methodologies that are centred around showing 
and being shown have been recounted elsewhere (see Pitt’s 2015 discussion of plantiness, 
for instance). Showing emerged in this thesis as a particularly evocative practice that 
opened up a range of portals to explore unruly associations of clothes. While ethnographic 
methodologies typically remain a human-centric methodology, being shown clothing in the 
context of everyday consumption transposed the research focus from stand-alone practices 
(such as when clothes are put in the washing basket), to one that was able to follow the 
flow and mobility of clothes, and the material literacy of wearers. Being shown clothing 
enabled me to attend to its liveliness and animation in everyday life.   
 
Knowing by showing  
Mindful that familiar practices can be difficult to speak of (Hitchings 2012; Pink 2012), I 
found Tim Ingold’s (2000) work on the nature of knowing and learning via showing helpful 
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for unlocking the processes and dynamics that accompany everyday consumption. In 
Ingold’s words:  
To show something to somebody is to cause it to be seen or otherwise experienced 
– whether by touch, taste, smell or hearing – by that other person. It is, as it were 
to lift a veil off some aspect or component of the environment so that it can be 
apprehended directly (2000: 21-22). 
 
During shopping walk-alongs and home tours, I positioned myself to be guided across 
spaces and practices by those most sensitive to them (Pink 2012). I listened to stories and 
to the experiences of participants who showed me various environments and materials 
around them. Moving together, participants encouraged me to tune into the sights, sounds, 
and haptic feelings that they believed were ‘worth showing’. The design of the interview 
schedule placed a focus on materials ‘for their capacity to elicit talk insofar as they acted as 
prompts’ (Evans 2018: 114)15. This focus generated talk that was abundant in spatial and 
material knowledge, and the kinds of embodied, relational engagements that might not 
emerge in sedentary interviews (Anderson 2004; Kusenbach 2003; Evans and Jones 2011).  
Showing was a mode of engagement; a way to get a feel for a place and participate in its 
fabric, encouraging encounters that led me to notice aspects of the environment that were 
important for the research participants (Ingold 2000, see also Colls 2004; Miller 2015). 
Using methods that followed clothes between the shops and the home meant that 
relationships with both place and things were always present. Echoing Sarah Pink (2015: 
166), the places encountered throughout this research project ‘create[d] routes to and 
[brought] together selected sensations, emotions, meanings, reflexivity, descriptions, 
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arguments and theories’. Armed with a digital recorder, camera and field notebook, I 
recorded the ‘“doing” … in terms of who was using these spaces and how they were using 
them by focusing on bodily comportments and gestures, but also exploring the “feel” … 
the spatial layout of the each place, its physical landscape…routines and rhythms’ (Degen 
et al. 2010: 65; see also Rose et al. 2010, Miller 2014a, b, 2015; Crewe 2003; Gregson 2007; 
Evans 2014). I sought to ‘reach across the senses, using not just vision but also touch, 
smell, taste, hearing and kinaesthetic senses’ (Amin and Thrift 2002: 125; Paterson 2009, 
Chapter 6 and 9). I was attentive to actions that reached beyond words, for felt and 
embodied experiences (Straughan 2012; Pink 2012; 2015). Being ‘shown’ permitted 
exploration of various materials and practices, and how clothes were curated inside and 
outside stores, in shopping malls, and in wardrobes. Guidance from participants 
encouraged me to tune into the objects, materials or atmospheres they believed were worth 
showing: spatialities (‘I don’t like going into this store, it’s too noisy’), materials (‘I like how 
these kinds of tops feel’) or practices (‘dirty clothes are stored here’). While encounters with 
physical objects started with human encounters, I was able to follow the lead of 
participants to explore the materials themselves (see Chapters 6 and 9, for instance). 
 
Complementary investigations 
In addition to my ethnographic work tracing young adult ‘fashion journeys’, a number of 
complementary investigations contributed to the formation of this thesis and its ideas.  
In August 2013, I was welcomed into an undergraduate student research project at the 
University of Wollongong that sought to explore everyday relations of sweat. Coordinated 
through the work of 26 research assistants as part of a third year class on qualitative 
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research methodologies, the empirical research drew on semi-structured interviews 
conducted with 26 young adults (aged 18-30 years) who resided in and around Wollongong. 
There were two reasons why young adults were the targeted sample for this study. First, 
much like the findings that were starting to emerge from my own research, contemporary 
young adults have been found to have a particular preoccupation with cleanliness (see 
Chapter 4, and also Low 2006; Hitchings and Lee 2008; Gram-Hanssen 2007; Soo and 
Stevenson 2007; Stanes et al. 2015; Waitt 2014). Second, a focus on the cleanliness 
practices of young adults through sweaty bodies provided another critical lens on their dual 
identities as ‘environmental heroes’ and ‘hedonistic consumers’ – of water and electricity 
when washing bodies and clothes (see Chapter 3 and 4; which proceeded important work 
from Collins 2014, Collins and Hitchings 2012).  
In the process of ‘becoming researcher’, each student research assistant was instructed to 
record and transcribe a single semi-structured interview, as well as note facial expressions, 
voice intonations and other non-verbal clues exchanged during that interview. To improve 
the credibility of the study, before, during and after interviewing, student research assistants 
were asked to reflect on their understandings of sweat via a series of reflexive statements. 
In the post-interview reflexive statement, for instance, participants were encouraged to 
dwell on how their own bodies and understandings were implicated in the (re)production 
of cultural norms surrounding cleanliness, dirt and discomfort (Dowling 2005; Waitt 2014). 
Listening to and writing about participants’ sometimes embarrassing or shameful accounts 
of sweat produced vivid accounts of the student research assistants’ own sense of self-
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awareness and sweaty dilemmas (Waitt 2014)16. I worked specifically with the transcripts of 
young adult men. 
The themes running through this student project connected to a range of ideas explored in 
my own ethnographic methodologies – such as the haptic feeling of clothes (see Chapter 6 
and  9) or dirt, disgust and practices of showering, laundry and water use (Chapter 4). 
Given that I was not the initiator or lead author of the study, the output of this 
complementary investigation is not reproduced in the body of this thesis. Rather, in the 
spirit of retelling the collection of undertakings that speak to a thesis by publication, the 
resulting research output (Waitt and Stanes 2015) is included as Appendix 5.  
Already exploring the idea of curation through young people’s practices of storage, in 
February 2014 I undertook a small number of pilot semi-structured interviews (six in total) 
with different professionals working within the fashion and retail space. This included: 
visual merchandisers, stylists, online e-commerce retailers and bloggers. Although working 
with different skills, each professional shared a commonality in that they collected, created 
and transformed knowledge towards clothing and fashion. They mediated of spaces where 
consumption is carried out. They are contemporary curators.  
Participants were self-selecting and recruited via a range of methods, including calls for 
participation posted on online social media channels and snowballing techniques. 
Following the ethical considerations outlined above, participation took place through a 
process of informed consent. Interviews were carried out at a location chosen by the 
curator. In most cases, this aligned to their position of work. Thus, the location of the 
                                                          
16 The bulk of the student research assistants were themselves young adults, which made the process of 
reflexivity more poignant. Understanding more about their own subjectivities via sweaty bodies was itself 
embedded in the research process. Throughout this project, students were encouraged to get in touch with 
their own ideas about sweat – particularly in the context of sustainability.  
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interviews also assisted the construction of highly textured narratives. While ‘on site’ with 
contemporary curators, I was simultaneously part of the research. Having worked in the 
retail industry during my undergraduate degree and into my professional life, my own 
identity as was negotiated in conversation with curators. While my understanding of how 
retail space ‘worked’ allowed me to fit in and move through consumption spaces easily, I 
also allowed myself to be guided, akin to the ‘fashion journeys’ detailed above (Ingold 
2000). Nonetheless, I acknowledge that my history in retail shaped how I approached this 
topic, and how the participants approached me.  
Thematically, semi-structured conversations were guided by a series of general prompts 
about the nature of the curator’s work histories, and the nature of their employment – 
specifically, how they designed, made and shaped retail consumption space. The interviews 
followed a semi-structured format, incorporating a high degree of flexibility into the 
conversation. Thus, the ways in which these themes were covered, the attention given to 
them and the narratives evoked, varied depending on the personal experience of each 
curatorial participant and the nature of the work undertaken. Additionally, some curators 
sent me bodies of their work – such as portfolios or magazine articles where their labour 
had been featured. Additional materials helped animate the labour of curation, which was 
unable to be explored ‘in the field’. Although these data are not reproduced in the main 
body of the thesis, the conversations held with the curators informed the thesis in various 
ways – particularly my own perception of display and branding. A short account of this 
‘sidebar’ research thread is thus included as Appendix 1. 
Inspired by feminist frameworks that advocate for the acknowledgment of relations 
between participant and researchers (Finch 1989; Oakley 1981), it is important to note that 
I developed on-going relationships with three of the six ‘curators’ previously outlined, and 
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with one in particular: Sara Youssef. Sara is an active Sydney-based Muslim modest fashion 
blogger. At the time of meeting she had been blogging for the past seven years, across a 
number of different social media formats. After our initial meeting, conversations with Sara 
took a different shape. Over the period of a year, we met five times in conversation (and 
over cups of tea) around an entirely different topic – one of care at distance via modest 
fashion blogs. Although Sara’s interactions with clothes pop up elsewhere throughout the 
thesis, a separate and standalone narrative, co-written in dialogue with Sara, has been 
produced (Chapter 8). Importantly, these ongoing conversations helped me understand 
more about the importance of clothing (and fashion), the practice of fashion blogging, and 
the curation of self and material things in online space. 
In addition to these textual outputs across the duration of this project, I connected with 
members of Sydney’s environmentally and socially concerned fashion community, where I 
was able to gain insights into, and learn from, the activism and work of educating 
consumers about the social and environmental harms of the fashion industry. I maintained 
contact with two women undertaking work in different aspects of fashion education. 
Melinda Tually, co-ordinator of the Fashion Revolution movement (Australia & New 
Zealand) welcomed me into that organisation and encouraged my involvement in events 
and meetings. In response to the Fashion Revolution movement, I co-led an event with the 
UOW Human Geography Society (HuGS) during Fashion Revolution Week 2016, 
attended by over 100 people. Finally, ethical fashion blogger, Maria Nguyen, also 






Cognisant that analysis continues throughout the ethnography, I searched for a rigorous 
process which would allow me to become familiar with and dwell on the materials 
collected, while at the same time encourage inspiration and creativity (Crang and Cook 
2007). To systematise a lengthy and fragmented research process, I maintained files of 
numerous themes, many of which grew into the ethnographic results sections across 
Chapters 6 to 9.  
On completion of the fieldwork data collection, the ‘texts’ produced using the various 
research methods outlined earlier, were coded according to the emerging themes and sub-
themes of the project. I also maintained digital files on each of my participants, which 
contained field notes, recorded conversational encounters, photographs and, where 
relevant, clothing labels. Once data was coded, I refined the concepts by considering the 
thematic relations and links between them. I looked for patterns, irregularities and 
recurrent themes by using codes and lists as tools to think with (Coffey and Atkinson 1996; 
Crang and Cook 2007). I reflected on how my own position may have affected the 
fieldwork. I considered the silences, absences and interruptions: what were the impacts of 
disruptions, what was I not shown, what was lost in pulling back? I was also reflexive on 
what external ideas I was bringing to the material – and how this would influence the 
interpretation of data (Dowling 2005; Crang and Cook 2007). 
The analysis proceeded through a constant exchange between data and the research agenda 
with which I began. As I considered what was of interest in the material collected, I revised 
the overarching themes of the research and adjusted accordingly. The structure for the 
thesis chapters emerged through bringing themes together under a revised research agenda. 
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Throughout this process I maintained rigour by checking draft chapters against the central 
research aims of the thesis.  
I do not presuppose that my presentation of clothes use is a comprehensive or true 
account, or the only interpretation possible based on the data collected (Crang and Cook 
2007). The interpretation of the data presented in this thesis is a product of my own 
experiences and positionality, the relationships with participants, and the materials and 
spaces that were shown to me from a particular point of view, at a particular point in time 
(Coffey 1999; Coffey and Atkinson 2006). Nevertheless, multiplicity, partiality and 
messiness are central to the telling of this thesis (Latham 2003). In the chapters that follow, 
I show how the research data resonate with diverse conceptual themes and frameworks, 
combining particular experiences of materiality, practice and place to produce something 
thought-provoking and meaningful, and which discloses the types of materials and 
practices engaged in, what they mean to young adults and how they relate to the use of 
clothes. 
 
Assembling the thesis 
Overall, the curated approach that this thesis takes espouses the heterogeneity, fluidity and 
intimacy of clothes and clothes use. I hope that the layers of writing, and the way in which 
they are assembled in this thesis, expand points of view to provide alternate routes for 
investigating clothes, while upholding a central disposition informed by material-cultural 
and environmental perspectives. The process of a PhD by publication was, in my case, 
more ‘akin to weaving than building’ (Nevin and Grant 2012: 110, emphasis in original). As 
data was collected and analysed, and papers drafted and reviewed, I shifted as a researcher. 
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The thesis shifted too. It took time for the thesis to emerge, and for me, as a novice 
researcher, to find comfort in the bricolage of people, materials, objects and spaces 
investigated. Indeed, the somewhat non-linear form that this thesis takes reflects part of the 
argument. Clothes evade singular explanations, their geographies multiple, their 









Young people in the Global North: 




Stanes, E. and Klocker, N. (2016). Young people in the Global North: environmental 
heroes or pleasure-seeking consumers. In Ansell, N., Klocker, N. and Skelton, T. (eds.), 
Geographies of Global Issues: Change and Threat, Vol. 8 of Skelton, T. (ed.), Geographies of Children 
and Young People, Springer, Singapore: 553-574. 
 
My role in this publication 
This chapter is co-authored with my supervisor, Natascha Klocker. My significant 
contribution to this chapter is to the original research and literature review. I was the first 
author of this book chapter and drafted the manuscript. Natascha provided crucial editorial 
direction and input to prepare the chapter for publication in the Springer Reference 







This chapter introduces this thesis’ focus on young adults in the Global North. Because 
this chapter was an invited contribution to the Springer Geographies of Children and Young 
People Reference Collection, it was written with a broad audience in mind – including 
scholars, educators, students and practitioners. This chapter contributed to Volume Eight 
of the collection: Geographies of Global Issues: Change and Threat. As such, there is a particular 
focus on environmentalism and environmental issues. To fit within the aims and objective 
of the reference collection, the focus of this chapter is intentionally cast more generally 
toward young people rather than young adults. Set at the intersection of literature 
concerning geographies of youth and geographies of consumption, the chapter focuses 
broadly on the contradictory ways in which young people’s environmental identities have 
been cast. It critically reviews literature on children and young people, consumption and 
environmentalism – foregrounding, in particular, their unique roles in homes, educational 
intuitions and communities. This chapter is positioned here, at the start of the thesis, 






Young people in the Global North have disparate identities in relation to environmental 
sustainability; they are purportedly more knowledgeable and concerned about the 
environment and climate change than older generations, but are also typecast as leaders of 
a hedonistic consumer culture. This chapter undertakes a critical review of the key research 
trajectories across geography, youth studies and the social sciences that pertain to young 
people, consumption and environmentalism. It draws on recent research that has sought to 
complicate the positioning of contemporary young people as either ‘hedonistic consumers’ 
or ‘environmental heroes’. The reality, for many young people, lies in between these two 
visions. This chapter foregrounds recent research that eschews a one-size-fits-all approach 
to young people, consumption and environmentalism, by highlighting their unique 















Recent research on young people, the environment and sustainability in the Global North 
has often been framed around two paradoxical assertions. The first assertion is that 
contemporary young people are thoughtless and wasteful consumers. Media discourses and 
popular culture have depicted contemporary young people – specifically Generation Y – as 
self-serving, conceited, lazy, wasteful and hedonistic (Hoey 2008; Hume 2010). They live in 
an era characterized by an ever-expanding range of consumer products, such as clothing 
and electronics. Said to be caught up in rapid trend cycles and fast fashion, these young 
people have been accused of extravagance and throw-away consumerism (Han 2015; Hoey 
2008; Griffin et al. 2005), with attendant environmental implications.  
The second, and seemingly paradoxical, assertion is that young people in the Global North 
are important ‘agents of change’ (Bentley et al. 2004: 1), ‘Trojan horses’ for more 
environmentally sustainable lifestyles (Collins and Hitchings 2012: 195). Over the past 
decade, the same generation that has been accused of unbridled consumerism has been 
lauded for its environmental consciousness and capacity to instigate  environmental change 
at a range of geographical scales (Autio and Heinonen 2004; Autio et al. 2009; Bentley et al. 
2004; Fielding and Head 2012; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). Young people have been 
shown to play an important role as bearers of environmental knowledge in diverse spaces; 
the home, the school and within and across communities (Autio et al. 2009; Ballantyne et 
al. 2001; Breunig et al. 2014; Collins 2014, 2015; Hadfield-Hill 2013; Horton et al. 2013; 
Larsson et al. 2010; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). 
Existing research in the Global North has typically been framed around one of the above 
narratives; portraying contemporary young people as agents of environmental benefit 
(Bentley et al. 2004) or harm (Hume 2010). In this process, young people have been 
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positioned as a uniform mass, and their complex, multiple and shifting identities and 
priorities have been stifled, misinterpreted or distorted (Collins and Hitchings 2012; 
Hopkins 2013). While much of the critique around young people’s consumption practices 
has focused specifically on Generation Y (also known as the Millennials, born between 
1980 and 199417), the literature that is drawn upon in this chapter foregrounds the attitudes, 
behaviours and practices of a broader group of young people, aged from 12 to 34 years at 
the time of writing. This age bracket reflects the age boundaries adopted in the literature on 
‘young people’ upon which this chapter has drawn. 
Rather than defining ‘youth’ as an indiscriminate boundary that sits between life stages, 
Hopkins and Pain (2007) have urged geographers to look towards a relational geography of 
age focused on fluidity and transition. In other words, recognizing the meaning and 
experience of age and aging intersects with cultural, social, environmental, political and 
historical processes (Hopkins and Pain 2007). Throughout this chapter the terms ‘youth’ 
and ‘young people’ are used interchangeably to refer to a period of adolescence or reaching 
of physical maturity that coincides with the accumulation of responsibilities, behaviours 
and life skills, and also encompasses the stage of young adulthood (Collins and Hitchings 
2012; Gram-Hanssen 2007; Hopkins 2013; Valentine 2000, 2003). Research on young 
children is not a focus of this review, though it is recognised that the boundaries between 
‘youth’ and ‘children’ are not fixed and the two are inextricably entangled (Evans 2008). 
This chapter also draws on research that situates young people within particular 
generational cohorts such as Generation Y and the subsequent Generation Z (born 
between 1995 and the present) (Han 2015). Generational cohorts have been deemed an 
important social category across geography and more broadly in the social sciences. 
                                                          
17 There are no clear dates for when one generation ends and other begins. This thesis most closely follows 
the generational groupings used by Jones and Fox (2009). Further discussion on generational cohorts is 
presented in Chapter 4. 
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Individuals born within the same time period tend to share a range of experiences ‘in their 
maturation and socialization’ (Büttner and Grübler 1995: 116). Each generational label 
comes with its accompanying clichés and stereotypes and generational cohorts are often the 
target of critique and praise, particularly surrounding ideas of hedonistic consumption or 
pro-environmental sustainability (Büttner and Grübler 1995; Hersch and Viscusi 2006; 
Hume 2010; Stanes et al. 2015). ‘Generation’ is also applied throughout this chapter to 
describe relationships within families, home and communities, for instance, between parent 
and child. While generational differences in environmentalism are a primary concern of this 
chapter – whether within families or in reference to broader generational cohorts – it was 
not possible to consistently adopt the term generation in this chapter. Instead, the terms 
‘youth’, ‘young people’ and references to Generation Y are used interchangeably, in order 
to be faithful to the terminology used in the original studies that have been drawn upon.   
This chapter undertakes a critical review of the key research trajectories in young people’s 
geographies, youth studies and the social sciences more broadly, pertaining to youth, 
consumption, sustainability and environmentalism in the Global North. The geographical 
scope of the literature reviewed is confined to the Global North, including the UK, 
Finland, Sweden, Australia, the USA and Canada. The focus of the chapter is timely 
because of urgent concerns about the climate change impacts of high-consumption 
lifestyles in the Global North (Gibson et al. 2013). While geographers and social scientists 
have begun to tease apart everyday sustainabilities in this context, particularly at the scale of 
the household, young people are rarely the focus of such reviews (for exceptions see 
Ballantyne et al. 2001; Collins 2014, 2015; Gram-Hanssen 2007; Klocker et al. 2012; 
Larsson et al. 2010; Stanes et al. 2015, Chapter 4). This chapter highlights recent 
geographical research that has sought to fill this gap and aims to open up conversations for 
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progressing this research agenda. The chapter begins by explicating the importance of 
‘youth’ in examinations of environmental sustainability. It then goes on to outline the ways 
that young people have been positioned and envisioned as ‘agents of change’, capable of 
resolving environmental and sustainability dilemmas in the present and into the future. The 
second half of the chapter focuses more specifically on youth consumption research, and 
the ‘hedonistic consumer’ tag. The closing sections of the chapter complicate binary 
constructions of contemporary young people, by foregrounding their unique and already 
existing everyday sustainabilities.  
 
Environmental sustainability: the importance of a youth-focus 
Two strands of thinking highlight the importance of young people to conversations about 
environmental sustainability. First, a significant body of evidence from geography (Hopkins 
2013; Horton et al. 2013; Valentine  2000, 2003), environmental education (Ballantyne et al. 
2001) and sociology (Larsson et al. 2010) has demonstrated that youth is a key period of 
transition and socialization during which norms, practices, habits and values (including 
those pertaining to environmental, political and social issues) are established. Geographers 
have made an important contribution to these debates by highlighting the spatial nature of 
environmental concern and the importance of home, school and community to enacting 
environmental practices (Collins 2014, 2015; Collins and Hitchings 2012; Hadfield-Hill 
2013; Horton et al. 2013; Percy-Smith 2013; Percy-Smith and Burns 2010). Recent 
geographical literature has also begun to underline what is distinctively different about 
contemporary youth, particularly when compared to older generations (Stanes et al. 2015, 
Chapter 4). As young people transition from their teens into adulthood they become 
independent of their parents and choose a particular way of life. The habits that young 
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people develop in their youth will have a decisive impact on future consumption patterns 
and lifestyles (Heiss and Marras 2009). The behaviours formed within this stage of 
‘transition’ can become settled into particular ‘material, social and spatial organizational 
settings’ which can prove difficult (and costly) to change later in life (Büttner and Grübler 
1995: 119). Lifestyles associated with particular environmental outcomes (whether harmful 
or beneficial) can become habituated during this important life stage. 
Second, when young people have featured in policy discourses around environmental 
sustainability, their role has often been framed in the future tense. Policies and government 
programs are often geared towards equipping children and young people for the roles they 
can/should play in the future as adults, rather than the important impact that they have as 
‘authentic participants’ in leadership in the present day (Malone 2001: 8; see also Evans and 
Honeyford 2012; Hayward 2012; Fielding and Head 2012; Horton et al. 2013; Percy-Smith 
and Burns 2013). As Evans and Honeyford (2012: 68) highlighted throughout their critical 
review of the UK Labour Government’s Brighter futures, greener lives: sustainable development 
action plan 2008-2010, the framing of young people within pre-emptive policy has been one 
of ‘dual positioning’ where the concern for the child in the present is often secondary to 
concerns about future adulthood (see also Malone 2001). Present generations of young 
people have also been branded as the future victims of previous generations’ lack of 
environmental action; as passive actors ‘to be feared for’ (Horton et al. 2013: 250 original 
emphasis). The positioning of young people as ‘future adults’ who will one day bear 
responsibility for tackling environmental issues acts to diminish their important 
contributions as political and environmental actors and as co-constructors of community 
here and now (Evans and Honeyford 2012; Hayward 2012; Horton et al. 2013). 
Researchers in the field of children’s and young people’s geographies have been at the 
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forefront of efforts to dismantle this futuristic focus, foregrounding children and young 
people’s environmental roles in the present day (Collins 2014; Evans and Honeyford 2012; 
Jenkins and Pell 2006). These criticisms match broader concerns which have been voiced 
within children’s geographies and allied disciplines over several decades. Children and 
young people have too often been positioned as adults in waiting, rather than competent 
and important actors in the present (James and James 2004). Since it is evident that ‘the 
quality of the environment children grow up in determines the quality of their lives’ 
(Malone 2001: 7), improving children and young people’s wellbeing in the present should 
be at the root of policy on environmental or sustainable development rather than placing 
emphasis solely on the future (Evans and Honeyford 2012).  
The importance of young people’s involvement in environmental sustainability agendas has 
been acknowledged in a range of international instruments including: Agenda 21 (United 
Nations Environmental Programme, UNEP), Chapter 25 of the United Nations 
Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED); YouthXChange 
(UNEP/UNESCO), and also through a range of NGOs and environmental networks such 
as YOUNGO, Young Friends of the Earth, Global Action Plan International, the World 
Wildlife Fund and The Otesha Project. The establishment of Agenda 21 was an outcome 
of the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development held in Rio de 
Janeiro. The primary aims of Agenda 21 were to implement a wide-ranging action plan for 
global sustainability and to better communicate the need for global economic development 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Malone 
2001; UNEP, no date). The inclusion of children and young people in Chapter 25 of 
Agenda 21 was a turning point in global policy and environmental initiatives. Chapter 25 of 
Agenda 21 emphasized that:  
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It is imperative that youth from all parts of the world participate actively in all 
relevant levels of decision-making processes because it [environmental protection 
and economic and social development] affects their lives today and has implications 
for their futures. In addition to their intellectual contribution and their ability to 
mobilize support, they bring unique perspectives that need to be taken into account 
(United Nations Conference on Environment and Development 1992 25.2). 
 
Initiatives such as Agenda 21 have provided a framework for youth-focused environmental 
policy development across geographical scales, from the global to the local. The 
significance of young people’s engagement in environmental sustainability agendas was 
more recently articulated by the United Nations Education Program and United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNEP/UNESCO). In 2000 
UNEP/UNESCO developed and endorsed the YouthXchange program to bring youth to 
the forefront of environmental discussions in the present day: 
They [young people] possess aspirations particular to this time in their lives…The 
involvement of young people should not be relegated to some ambiguous future; 
rather their participation is needed now. The notion that young people will one day 
‘inherit’ the earth should be dispelled; in fact, their involvement today is cogent for 
shaping this world. Young people have a legitimate demand to be heard, to express 
themselves; moreover, it is imperative that their valuable contribution to society be 




But translating these laudable objectives into action has been a challenge. Percy-Smith and 
Burns (2013: 324) have lamented that broad policy initiatives often lead to ‘naïve, simplistic 
and tokenistic’ approaches that allow young people to ‘have a say’ in relation to 
environmental issues, without supporting their active participation (see also Percy-Smith 
2010). Notwithstanding such challenges, a growing body of geographical research has 
highlighted the important roles that young people are playing as agents of environmental 
change – oftentimes in everyday contexts of home, school and in the wider community 
(Ballantyne et al. 2001; Breunig et al. 2014; Collins  2014, 2015; Hadfield-Hill 2013; Horton 
et al. 2013; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013; Vivoni 2013). Young people’s mundane everyday 
practices have important environmental, ecological and political consequences (Horton et 
al. 2013). The following sections detail two distinct bodies of literature that have taken the 
present day environmental implications of contemporary young people’s everyday lives 
seriously – for better (as environmental change agents) or for worse (as hedonistic and 
wasteful consumers).  
 
Young people in the Global North: agents of (everyday) environmental change? 
The label ‘citizen-consumer’ (Collins and Hitchings 2012) has been attached to 
contemporary young people, who have been lauded for their environmental consciousness 
and positioned as important environmental change agents (Autio and Heinonen 2004; 
Autio et al. 2009; Bentley et al. 2004; Fielding and Head 2012; Percy-Smith and Burns 
2013). Government and grassroots organizations have urged young people to carry out 
everyday sustainabilities in the home, the school and across their local and global 
communities. But research has also found that young people struggle to translate 
environmental concern into action (Fielding and Head 2012).  This section provides a 
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review of key debates across geography and the social sciences that highlight the high levels 
of environmental concern and knowledge in this generation of young people. This is 
followed with a review of recent research that highlights some of the difficulties that 
contemporary young people face when attempting to transform environmental concern 
into environmental action.  
 
Young people: environmentally aware, concerned and knowledgeable   
Over the past decade, numerous studies have applauded contemporary young people in the 
Global North for their environmental awareness. Such studies have typically been framed 
around quantitative, survey-based analyses of young people’s environmental concern 
(Bentley et al. 2004; Jenkins and Pell 2006); climate change awareness (Carbon Trust 2012; 
Forum for the Future 2008; Ojala 2012); and ‘green’ behaviours and practices (Autio and 
Heinonen 2004; Autio et al. 2009). Research has consistently shown that young people are 
environmentally aware and concerned citizens (Bentley et al. 2004; Carbon Trust 2012; 
Forum For the Future 2008; Jenkins and Pell 2006; Ojala 2007), particularly when 
compared to older generations (Hersch and Viscusi 2006; Stanes et al. 2015). For instance, 
in a survey of 224 young people aged between 12 and 28 from rural, regional and 
metropolitan Australia, nine out of ten reported being concerned or very concerned about 
the environment (Bentley et al., 2004). Also in Australia, Fielding and Head’s (2012) online 
survey of 4540 youths aged between the ages of 12 and 24 revealed that young people held 
high levels of environmental concern and knowledge, and a greater belief in individual and 
community responsibility for environmental protection. Jenkins and Pell (2006) conducted 
a survey with 1277 youth aged 13 to 17 years from 34 secondary schools across England. 
In that sample, 76 per cent of young people disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
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statement that threats to the environment were not their business. Most of the young 
people surveyed (58.5%) also disagreed with the statement that environmental problems 
have been exaggerated.  
Research has also found that contemporary young people are concerned about the effects 
of climate change. The Future Leaders survey was conducted with 23,596 students studying 
at universities across the UK in 2008 (Forum for the Future 2008). It found that 85 per 
cent of university students were concerned that climate change would affect their lives in 
2032 (Forum for the Future 2008). The Carbon Trust Survey (2012) was carried out across 
six countries (USA, UK, China, South Korea, Brazil and South Africa) and involved 2800 
young people aged between 18 and 25 years. Results for the UK and USA (each with a 
sample size of 501) revealed that the majority of young people were apprehensive about the 
impacts of climate change (Carbon Trust 2012). Furthermore, 63 per cent of young people 
from the USA and 64 per cent of those from UK thought that their generation was more 
concerned about climate change than their grandparents’ generation (Carbon Trust 2012). 
This observation has been confirmed in generational studies which consistently reveal 
higher levels of environmental concern and awareness amongst younger generations. For 
instance, in an Australian case study involving 1,328 households from different 
generational cohorts, Stanes et al. (2015) found that young people expressed pro-
environmental attitudes at a higher frequency than older generations (see Chapter 4). More 
specifically, Generation Y (aged between 18 and 34) were more likely than older 
generations, like the ‘Baby Boomers’ (aged between 45 and 64) or the ‘Silent Generation’ 
(aged 65 years or older), to express general environmental concern. Generation Y 
respondents were more inclined to take a pro-environmental lean towards statements like 
‘if things were to continue on their current course, we will soon experience a major 
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environmental disaster’ (77.8% agreed with this statement versus 62.9% of Silent 
Generation), or ‘it would embarrass me if my friends thought my lifestyle was purposefully 
environmentally friendly’ (95.6% disagreed with this statement compared with 82.1% of 
Silent Generation). The survey indicated that young respondents also expressed higher 
rates of climate change belief and concern than older generations and were significantly 
more concerned about environmental futures than older generations (Stanes et al. 2015). 
Generation-specific environmental differences were also apparent in Hersch and Viscusi’s 
(2006) analysis of the 1999 Eurobarometer 51.1 survey. The analysis of over 14,000 
responses across 15 European countries (including France, Great Britain, Ireland, the 
Netherlands and Spain) revealed that a higher proportion of younger age groups (between 
15- 24 and 25-34) believed that they were more informed about major environmental 
problems (including climate change) than older generational groups (respondents between 
55 and 64 and 65+) (Hersch and Viscusi 2006). Survey results also found that younger 
generations were more worried about global warming than older generations (Hersch and 
Viscusi 2006).  
 
Young people: practising everyday sustainabilities? 
Evidence of contemporary young people’s environmental concern and knowledge has 
generated a sense of optimism that they can play a role as ‘active agents of change’ in 
response to pressing environmental and social problems (Bentley et al. 2004; Hadfield-Hill 
2013; Ojala 2012). Accordingly, they have been identified as a ‘critical target group’ for 
environmental sustainability programs that seek to harness their environmental concerns 
and to turn these into action. This section focuses on tangible examples of young people’s 
everyday sustainabilities in their communities, schools and homes.  
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In the UK, the YouthXchange program has brought attention to the importance of young 
people’s present day roles within households, regions and communities. Structured as a 
‘toolkit’, YouthXchange aims to encourage young people to reflect on tangible, everyday 
aspects of sustainable living, from making choices about the types of clothing they buy, to 
thinking about the environmental implications of their transport and tourism decisions 
(Heiss and Marras 2009). The use of case studies in creating positive narratives of 
sustainable consumption has been hailed as a helpful instrument to motivate young people 
to reflect on their consumption patterns (Heiss and Marras 2009). The YouthXchange 
program has been implemented across approximately twenty partner organisations, from 
NGOs to local governments across the Global North and South. The Norwegian 
government, for instance, has implemented YouthXchange toolkits in all secondary schools 
and teaching libraries. Across a range of countries, federal and state government programs, 
local council initiatives and school curricula have implemented other educational efforts to 
encourage sustainable behaviours among young people in their everyday lives. Breunig et 
al.’s (2013) study of 33 secondary students from two schools in Ontario, Canada suggested 
that Environmental Studies Programs (ESPs) have long-lasting effects on a student’s belief 
that they can influence environmental change. Students reported increased environmental 
knowledge that led to meaningful behaviour change including reduced water usage, 
participation in recycling and energy saving measures (Breunig et al. 2014). An increased 
sense of self-efficacy also armed students with the confidence to share environmental 
information with others – at home and with their peers. Often, the aim of these initiatives 
is to encourage young people to ‘tread lightly’ on the planet, by targeting everyday 
consumption behaviours (Collins 2014: 18; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). Whether run by 
NGOs, local government or schools these initiatives have an important role to play in 
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grounding sustainability dilemmas in students’ ‘real world’ experiences and daily lives 
(Breunig et al. 2013). 
Such programs have also recognized the important role that young people can play as 
environmental change agents in the home. Young people are already active members of 
households, extended families, friendship networks and communities (Collins 2015; 
Hadfield-Hill 2013; Larsson et al. 2010). They have the capacity to ‘transmit’ environmental 
knowledge and sustainable behaviour change across and between such networks 
(Ballantyne et al. 2001; Bentley et al. 2004; Collins 2014, 2015; Griffin et al. 2005; Larsson 
et al. 2010). Particular attention has been paid to their roles in promoting sustainability 
within families/households, and also within peer groups. In the household, geographical 
research has focused on the flow of information from child to parent (or another close 
member of family) through what is commonly known as ‘pester power’ (Hadfield-Hill 
2013; Larsson et al. 2010). In Australia, Ballantyne et al. (2001) found that young people 
brought environmental learning from school into the home by prompting other household 
members to turn off the lights, or to turn off the tap when brushing teeth and washing the 
dishes. In that study, almost one-third of young people aged between nine and eighteen 
years acknowledged that measures learned at school could be implemented at home and 
within the wider community (Ballantyne et al. 2001). Young students have great potential 
to act as a source of ‘intergenerational influence’ and as ‘catalyst[s] of environmental 
change’ in the domestic sphere (Ballantyne et al. 2001: 9). When given the appropriate tools 
and knowledge young people ‘are in the ideal position to extend the environmental agenda 
beyond the confines of the classroom, to homes and the wider community’ (Hadfield-Hill 
2013: 356).  
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However, a number of geographers have emphasized that this is not a unidirectional 
process. Sustainable behaviour change in the home is complex and involves negotiations 
across generations (Collins 2015; Hadfield-Hill 2013; Klocker et al. 2012). Environmental 
knowledge and sustainable practices flow bi-directionally between household members: 
parents, children, siblings and (when present) grandparents (Ballantyne et al. 2001; 
Hadfield-Hill 2013; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). Green practices within the home depend 
upon intra-family effort and flows of encouragement. For instance, Klocker et al.’s (2012) 
study of Australian extended family households found that younger household members 
considered themselves more committed to environmental causes than their co-resident 
parents and/or grandparents (see also Breunig et al. 2014). Older generations – while more 
reluctant to espouse openly ‘green’ values and, in some instances, expressing climate 
change scepticism – held innately sustainable values like thrift and frugality, and attempted 
to pass these on to their children (Klocker et al. 2012).  
The aforementioned studies serve as a reminder that everyday spaces of consumption and 
sustainability – such as the home – are multifaceted and are ‘characterized by reflectivity 
and change’ (Collins and Hitchings 2012: 195; Stanes et al. 2015). Individuals, families and 
communities respond to environmental information and enact more or less sustainable 
practices differently. Crucially, contemporary young people are not (nor should they be) 
‘enablers in isolation’ (Hadfield-Hill 2013: 356). While it is important to acknowledge the 
unique environmental capacities of young people, different generations bring diverse 
environmental skills to the table. The caricature of young people as environmental ‘heroes’ 
is limited and limiting; it neglects the nuances of everyday life and relationships with family 




The challenges of translating environmental concern into environmental action 
Environmental programs and educational initiatives targeted at contemporary young 
people aim to capitalize upon evidence of their environmental concern and awareness by 
translating pro-environmental attitudes into green behaviours with meaningful and lasting 
impacts (Ballantyne et al. 2001; Bentley et al. 2004; Collins 2014; Percy-Smith and Burns 
2013). In so doing, they often aim to equip young people ‘with a “can do” attitude’ (Collins 
2014: 19), and to foster a sense of empowerment and self-efficacy by providing young 
people with the necessary knowledge and skills to respond to pressing socio-ecological 
problems (Collins 2014; Hadfield-Hill 2013; Jenkins and Pell 2006; Percy-Smith and Burns 
2013). Youth involvement in sustainability initiatives and educational programs has been 
associated with feelings of satisfaction and self-worth (Ojala 2012). These feelings have, in 
turn, been identified as positive predictors of future sustainable behaviours (Ojala 2007, 
2012). Such positive outcomes suggest that there are worthwhile benefits in engaging 
young people in sustainability initiatives (Collins 2014; Ojala 2012; Percy-Smith and Burns 
2013).  
Despite optimistic signals about young people’s levels of environmental concern, 
environmental consciousness only indicates a general disposition to environmentally 
friendly action. Further, a number of studies have raised concerns that contemporary 
young people may be struggling to cope with the prospect of dramatic environmental 
change in the future. The images that young people have of futures under increased 
environmental pressure can be negative, fragmented and bleak (Ojala 2007). Research has 
found a strong association between future scenarios and negative emotions such as worry, 
sadness, anger and pessimism amongst young people (Ojala 2007). Adverse emotions are 
thought to hinder the translation of environmental intentions into more sustainable action 
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(Fielding and Head 2012; Ojala 2012). The risk is that young people may become 
disengaged from issues that pertain to the environment and climate change over both the 
short and longer-term. Young people may be deeply concerned about environmental 
problems, but experience feelings of anger, frustration or pessimism because outcomes of 
sustainable action are not immediately visible or apparent (Bentley et al. 2004; Fielding and 
Head 2012; Jenkins and Pell 2006; Ojala 2012). Despite the efforts and programs outlined 
above, some young people have also become disengaged from environmental issues 
through what has been called the ‘bystander effect’ (Fielding and Head 2012: 172; Ojala 
2007). That is, young people may feel a reduced sense of motivation amidst uncertainty 
about how they are able to meaningfully contribute to the resolution of complex 
environmental problems. For instance, in Jenkin and Pell’s (2006) study of 1277 English 
secondary school youths aged 13 to 17 years, 70 per cent agreed that ‘each of us can make a 
substantial contribution to environmental protection’. However, the young people surveyed 
were less optimistic about what they could do themselves – only 44 per cent agreed that 
they could personally influence what happens to the environment (Jenkins and Pell 2006). 
In a survey conducted with 501 young adults from the US aged between 18 and 25, some 
30 per cent indicated that they were trying to reduce their carbon footprint, but still 
thought they could do more (Carbon Trust 2012). Another 23 per cent of young people 
wanted to reduce their carbon footprint but were confused about how to do so (Carbon 
Trust 2012).  
As Fielding and Head (2012) found, high levels of environmental consciousness do not 
necessarily lead to pro-environmental behaviours. Barriers that inhibit the transmission of 
pro-environmental values to environmentally sustainable behaviours have been widely 
referred to over the past decade as the ‘value-action gap’ (Blake 1999; Kollmuss and 
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Agyman 2002). In their Australian sample with 4,540 young people aged between 12 and 
24, Fielding and Head (2012) found that there were a range of reasons why young people 
did things that they knew would harm the environment. The financial cost of adopting 
sustainable behaviours was a highly cited reason for 47.8 per cent of 18 to 24 year olds. 
Another 37.6 per cent of young people aged between 12 and 17, and 42.2 per cent of those 
aged between 18 and 24, said they were too lazy to engage in environmentally positive 
behaviours (Fielding and Head 2012). Furthermore, 37 per cent of 12 to 17 year olds, and 
51.5 per cent of 18 to 24 year old youths, indicated that they sometimes did things that are 
bad for the environment because they felt that they had no other choice (Fielding and 
Head 2012). In light of this, Percy-Smith and Burns (2013) have argued that more 
innovative forms of learning are required to offer young people a more active and central 
role as change-makers. In their study with 26 secondary school students in the UK, Percy-
Smith and Burns (2013) found that young people became more enthusiastic and motivated 
about their role as ‘agents of change’ when they formed and initiated environmental 
projects themselves, without adult-imposed restrictions. An example of this was a group of 
students who developed a Sustainable Food Guide for their local community. Raising 
awareness of local products had a direct effect on the local food economy and retail 
through a change in shopper demand, and thus improved the young people’s sense of 
efficacy (Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). 
Clearly, the path from ‘green’ attitudes to ‘green’ behaviours is far from straightforward. 
This is particularly evident in the disjuncture between representations of contemporary 
young people as environmentally concerned and engaged citizens, and alternative framings 
of wasteful and thoughtless consumption. At the same time, some have argued that the 
value-action gap may appear to be particularly pronounced for this generation of young 
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people, as measurements of pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours remained focused 
on ‘traditional’ ideas of what it means to be ‘green’ (Stanes et al. 2015, see also Chapters 4 
and 7). Research that attends to the unique qualities and activities of contemporary youth is 
required to provide a fuller picture of how, why and if young people find it hard to 
transform environmental concern into action. The next section of this chapter reviews 
literature pertaining to contemporary young people’s purportedly unsustainable and 
resource-intensive consumption behaviours; including recent efforts by geographers to 
complicate the caricature of the hedonistic young consumer. 
 
Young people and material and resource consumption 
People living and working in the Global North consume an inequitable proportion of the 
world’s resources. Young people are no exception. While scholarly interest in 
contemporary young people’s consumption patterns has been pronounced in recent years 
(Autio 2005; Collins 2014; Collins and Hitchings 2012; Gram-Hanssen 2007; Gibson and 
Stanes 2011; Griffin et al. 2005; Valentine 2000), it is not new. In 1959, Mark Abrams 
wrote The Teenage Consumer. This widely cited benchmark study investigated the role of 
consumption in the lives of young people as a ‘newly franchised’ group experiencing 
greater independence from their parents or guardians and who are afforded the right to 
exercise greater powers of individuality and freedom. Abrams (1959) noted that young 
people were not only financially independent from their elders, but that their disposable 
income afforded them with opportunities to consume according to the latest fashions and 
trends – and most importantly, to be seen to be doing so by their peers (Collins 2014). 
Young people’s consumption of fashionable products has been well documented and 
critiqued over the ensuing decades – including by human geographers (see Collins 2014, 
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2015; Collins and Hitchings 2012; Gibson and Stanes 2011; Hopkins 2013).  The spending 
power and consumption patterns of contemporary young people in the Global North have 
been singled out as particularly problematic. Generation Y, in particular, has been 
lambasted for being at the forefront of a ‘consumer behemoth, riding atop a new youth 
economy of astounding scale and extravagance’ (Howe and Strauss 2000: 265; see also 
Hume 2010). 
As with previous generations, the consumption patterns of the current cohort of young 
people are influenced by family norms, peer group expectations and a desire for self-
expression. Youth identities are fluid and multiple and young people often juggle various 
identities to ascertain who they are and want to be (Hopkins 2013). Youth as a period of 
transition is often a time of great uncertainty, where consumption of material goods can 
serve as source of (or scaffold for) self-identity and as an outlet for self-expression (Collins 
2014; Griffin et al. 2005; Heiss and Marras 2009; Hopkins 2013). Through their 
consumption patterns, young people strive to gain independence from their elders, to 
express themselves and to experiment with diverse identities (Griffin et al. 2005). Products 
that are consumed socially, such as clothes, electronics or music are vital here, as the 
visibility of such products signals status to others or indicates participation in particular 
trends or subcultural groups (Autio and Heinonen 2004; Bentley et al. 2004). Conspicuous 
consumption – that is, consumption which is intended to achieve status through the 
obvious display of fashionable items (Veblen 2007[1899]) – is an important facet of young 
people’s engagements with their peer group (Collins 2014). Acts of conspicuous 
consumption are central to the development of many young people’s relationships, and the 
constant tussle of ‘standing out’ enough to be perceived as an individual, while still ‘fitting 
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in’ with peers (Autio et al. 2009; Bentley et al. 2004; Collins and Hitchings 2012; Griffin et 
al. 2005; Wilska 2003).  
While previous generations of young people also practised conspicuous consumption, the 
overarching sway of contemporary consumer culture in the Global North has arguably 
paved the way for a further materialization of youth culture (Collins 2014). The desire to 
keep pace with the latest trends and fads (Griffin et al. 2005) is difficult to resist in the 
present era of relatively cheap and constantly updated consumer products, such as clothing 
and electronics (mobile phones, mp3 players, tablets and laptops), also known as ‘fast 
fashion’. Countless and constantly updated products aimed squarely at young people have 
fostered and enabled a cultural landscape of youth consumption (Wilska 2003). In this 
context, young people’s relationships with ‘things’ are often fleeting and the satisfaction 
gained through acquisition short lived (Griffin et al. 2005). Short-term happiness and 
fulfilment experienced through the act of consumption regularly entails spending on items 
that give immediate pleasure, such as clothes or make-up, rather than investment in 
meaningful and long-lasting belongings (Autio and Heinonen 2004). Youth subcultures 
create pressure to purchase new items – thus as participation in subcultures and groups 
increases, so too does the total volume of possessions acquired during the teenage years 
(Collins 2014). Previously valued items are readily abandoned to make way for new 
consumer items ‘once a subgroup or trend has been deemed the wrong choice’ (Collins 
2014: 39). Also present within cultures of youth consumption are growing social anxieties 
and the peer pressure to buy ‘stuff’ in order to fit in or keep up with ever changing trends 
(Bentley et al. 2004; Griffin et al. 2005). Numerous studies have shown that the cost of 
being different, of not belonging or not being in step with consumer ‘trends’, is a 
substantial source of anxiety for young people (Griffin et al. 2005; Heiss and Marras 2009). 
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What might be labelled wasteful or hedonistic consumption is, in the everyday lives of 
young consumers, actually a complex negotiation of identity, individuality, belonging and 
self-esteem. Either way, the levels of resource consumption enabled by affordable fast 
fashion and electronics, and demanded by rapidly changing trends, have significant 
environmental implications (Berners-Lee 2010; Collins 2014; Gibson and Stanes 2011; 
Hitchings et al. 2015a). Concerns over the wide-reaching implications of excessive 
consumption contribute to young people’s positioning as environmental offenders rather 
than heroes. 
The environmental impacts of seemingly benign consumer items – such as a piece of 
clothing or electronics – need to be understood across a range of domains: production and 
manufacturing, distribution, use, waste/divestment and the social ethics of consumption 
(Gibson et al. 2013; Stanes 2008). In addition to concerns about resource use and waste 
generation, calculation frameworks such as the carbon footprint have been vital in raising 
awareness of the climate change impacts of products (Berners-Lee 2010). An example of 
this is Berners-Lee’s (2010) discussion of direct and indirect carbon emissions for everyday 
items – from clothes to televisions. Direct carbon emissions are generated when an item is 
in use (for instance, the tailpipe emissions from a car, or the carbon emissions generated by 
the electricity needed to power a computer). Indirect emissions refer to the carbon 
emissions embedded within objects throughout their lifecycle. By the time a mobile phone 
makes its way to a consumer, for example, it already has a vast environmental legacy 
associated with resource extraction, manufacture and distribution (Gibson et al. 2013). 
Combined, the embedded indirect and direct carbon emissions of a mobile phone are 
estimated to be 47 kg C02e per year (Berners-Lee 2010). This figure includes 
manufacturing, transport before sale, the average power consumed by the mobile phone, 
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energy required to transmit calls across a network and base station stations emissions 
(Berners-Lee 2010). Once in use, patterns of everyday object care and maintenance – such 
as washing and drying clothing – also generate environmental impacts (Berners-Lee 2010; 
Stanes 2008). Berners-Lee (2010) estimated that a pair of cotton jeans, for instance, 
generates a minimum of 100g CO2e per day (when laundry is considered) for the typical 
British wearer.  
As goods become unwanted, less useful or unfashionable, they make their way through 
stages of recycling or reuse to landfill; chemicals used in production are leeched, 
contaminating the environment. The inclusion of metals such as gold, palladium, silver, 
copper and platinum makes mobile phones the most valuable form of e-waste (Gibson et 
al. 2013). But low rates of recycling and inadequate and unsafe practices of dismantling 
mobile phones means that hazardous less valuable materials (like Persistent 
Bioaccumulative Toxins, also known as PBTs) linger in the environment causing health and 
environmental damage (Gibson et al. 2013). Importantly, the environmental impacts of any 
consumer item – whether a piece of clothing, a mobile phone, a television or a tablet – is 
invariably escalated the quicker the item is discarded. Concerns around the generation of 
waste have caused the term ‘throw-away society’ to be associated with consumer cultures in 
the Global North. But the presumption of thoughtless and wasteful disposal has been 
challenged by geographers, including Gregson et al. (2007) and Collins (2014), who have 
argued that it is important to remember that the pathway to divestment is more than 
getting rid of an item. Divestment is equally about the movement of an item, the 
development of self-identity and a reflection of the relationship between people and things 
(Collins 2014). The environmental implications of everyday consumer items – and of the 
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seemingly profligate consumption patterns of contemporary young people in the Global 
North – are far from inconsequential. 
Young people’s resource consumption is not limited to material possessions. A small 
number of studies have explored young people’s direct use of resources such as energy and 
water (Gram-Hanssen 2007; Hitchings and Lee 2008; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013; Stanes 
et al. 2015). A common conclusion from these studies has been that young people in the 
Global North also consume these resources wastefully and excessively. In their Australian 
household sustainability survey, Stanes et al. (2015) found that young people were far less 
willing than older generations to compromise on matters of cleanliness and hygiene 
(Chapter 4). Generation Y householders reported laundering their clothing more frequently 
and spending more time in the shower, than older generations – both of which have 
implications for water and energy use. These results mirror Gram-Hanssen’s (2007) study 
of showering and laundry practices among nine Danish teenagers, aged 13 to 15. The 
interviews with teens alongside their parents or guardians revealed that young people’s 
expectations of cleanliness (and attendant water and energy consumption) were most often 
shaped by family norms, but also by peer group influence. The teens in Gram-Hanssen’s 
(2007) study were all heavily committed to a regular (and at times excessive) cleanliness 
routine that was inseparably connected to the avoidance of sweat and sweat odour – and 
which exceeded the norms practised by older generations. Showering and changing clothes 
at least once per day was considered unquestionable. The sustainability impacts of water 
and energy consumption associated with these cleanliness practices were ignored. The 
social and cultural influences that shape patterns of cleanliness will lead to greater energy 
and water consumption as these teens transition from childhood to adulthood (Gram-
Hanssen 2007). Elsewhere, Hitchings and Lee (2008) considered the intersection of air-
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conditioning use with social practice and sensual expectations among a group of eight 
Singaporeans in their twenties. Interviews revealed a uniform reliance of living with air-
conditioning in tropical Singapore (Hitchings and Lee 2008). While the placement of air-
conditioning in both public and private spheres was thought of as a necessity to prevent 
the distaste of sweat and odour, cooler ambient environments also allowed this group of 
young people to present their identities through dress in a greater number of ways 
(Hitchings and Lee 2008).  
While the environmental implications of resource consumption patterns in the Global 
North are indeed profound and unsustainable, a range of recent studies have demonstrated 
that many young people do not identify with the hedonistic consumer tag (Autio 2005; 
Hitchings et al. 2015a; Wilska 2003). ‘Real’ young people are, of course, far more diverse 
than this stereotype allows. 
 
Complicating the hedonistic consumer label  
Materialistic, object-driven identities are not always looked upon as a favourable expression 
of self – even amongst young people themselves (Autio et al. 2009; Wilska 2003). In their 
Australian survey, Bentley et al. (2004) found that many young people were critical of the 
consumer culture that they are presumed to be located within. Almost 90 per cent of young 
people surveyed believed that ‘young people buy too much stuff’ (Bentley et al. 2004). 
Focusing on their own individual consumption habits, 92 per cent of young people 
believed that ‘by changing my behaviour I could bring about positive change’ to the 
environment, but also the well-being of others (Bentley et al. 2004). Further, 95 per cent of 
young people surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that they were ‘personally responsible for 
85 
 
making my consumption more sustainable’. Focusing on mobile phone consumption 
patterns via a survey of 637 Finnish young people, Wilska (2003) found that many 
teenagers were keen to present themselves as being ‘less materialistic’ than their peers. 
While young people connected mobile phone consumption to ‘trends’, the need to obtain 
‘cool’ styles was infrequently acted upon. The majority of the young respondents were 
actually ‘thrifty’ mobile phone consumers, a trait which was associated with environmental 
consciousness and careful consumption patterns more generally. Even some of the most 
‘hedonistic’ participants in Autio’s (2005) Finnish study of youth consumer culture 
expressed emotions of shame after reflecting on their own self-confessed ‘wastrel’ 
identities. Contra the ‘thoughtless’ consumer tag, teenage participants (aged between 16 
and 19) expressed concern about wasteful and unnecessary consumption and spending. In 
a ‘play between hedonism and self-control’ these young study participants did not always 
deem consumption to be necessary or desirable (Autio 2005: 340).  
Geographers, Rebecca Collins and Russell Hitchings (2012; see also Collins 2014, 2015 and 
Hitchings et al. 2015a) have also sought to complicate the hedonistic and wasteful 
consumer caricature. Their important work has argued that scholars of contemporary 
youth consumption have paid insufficient attention to the ways that young people value, 
use and eventually dispose of items. There is evidence of environmental awareness – and 
‘green’ behaviours – embedded within young people’s unique consumption patterns 
(Hitchings et al. 2015a). As noted throughout this chapter, contemporary young people in 
the Global North have been criticized for their apparently short-lived satisfaction with 
products, and for the instability of their wants and desires (Griffin et al. 2005; Hume 2010). 
Their consumption patterns have often been deemed problematic by comparison with the 
practices of preceding generations – particularly their ‘frugal’ grandparents who grew up in 
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times of hardship such as war or recession (Stanes et al. 2015). Yet many of the young 
participants in Collins’ (2014) study displayed an ethic of care towards material objects – 
such as clothes, electronics or toys – even as they disposed of them. Using detailed research 
methods including interviews and photo-elicitation involving 26 teens (aged 16 to 19) in 
secondary schools across East Anglia (UK), Collins (2014) observed strategies for avoiding 
waste. The young study participants put considerable effort into retaining items, even if 
they no longer used or wanted them – just in case they needed a ‘back up’. Holding onto 
items was legitimized with recourse to potential future utility of an item; a spare mobile 
phone, for example, held in a drawer in case the one in use broke down (Collins 2014). 
While rates of competence and ability to mend or repair items were relatively low, the 
majority of the 26 young participants indicated that they would first attempt to repair a 
possession (usually clothing or gadgets) either themselves, or with assistance from family 
members or professionals before disposing of an item. Within Collins’ (2014) study, a small 
group of five participants identified as active menders or reusers capable of extending the 
life of particular objects or returning them to active use. Collins (2014) highlighted the 
sense of competence and efficacy that this group of young menders and repairers 
experienced as a way of encouraging a more thoughtful relationship to ‘things’ (see also 
Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). While behaviours of care or repair for unwanted objects did 
not appear to be motivated by environmental concern, Collins (2014) argued that there is 
potential for such attitudes towards used objects to be built in to discussions around more 
sustainable consumption (see also Hitchings et al. 2015a).  
Geographers have also researched the ways in which young people have sought out 
alternatives to limit their consumption. Stanes (2008) found evidence of careful purchase-
minimisation strategies in the clothing practices of young people in Wollongong, Australia. 
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The established relationships of contemporary youth peer networks enabled cultures of 
clothes sharing, swapping and lending, particularly amongst groups of young women 
(Stanes 2008). These acts reduced the amount of clothing that was being bought and 
consumed, while at the same time expanding the young women’s wardrobes. Elsewhere, 
Dowling and Simpson (2013) highlighted several signals that point towards a changing car 
identity among this generation of young people in Australia. Computers and mobile phones 
have assumed a prime position as status symbols in recent years, and as evidenced by 
declining car sales and a reduction in the number of young people getting their drivers 
licenses, many young Australians are finding alternative ways of getting around. In 
particular, an increase in the number of young people using car sharing initiatives has also 
signalled a shift towards a ‘post-private-car society’ (Dowling and Simpson 2013: 431).  
Such studies point towards the existence of unique – and at times inadvertent – cultures of 
sustainability amongst contemporary young people. Today’s young consumers, it seems, are 
not devoid of environmental and moral concerns about their consumption patterns. 
However, their everyday sustainabilities may remain hidden if traditional expectations of 
what environmentalism ‘looks like’ continue to be prioritised. There is growing evidence 
that young people consciously and unconsciously practise environmentalism in unique 
ways – distinct from those of older generations (Hersch and Viscusi 2006; Hitchings et al. 
2015a; Stanes et al. 2015). For the most part, the aforementioned studies have found that 
these more sustainable consumption patterns (which were often inadvertent) were not 
perceived by young people as ‘a limitation to’ enjoying the processes and experiences of 
consumption (Autio et al. 2009: 45). Rather than mourning the disappearance of ‘old-
fashioned’ values such as thrift and frugality – and thereby pitting young people against 
older generations in unhelpful ways – research attention should be devoted towards better 
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understanding how contemporary young people are enacting similar values in ‘modern’ and 
innovative ways (Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). For instance, Vivoni (2013) identified how 
skateboarding cultures amongst young people in Chicago fostered an ethic of care for local 
environments. Skateboarding projects targeted at young people promoted alternative 
sustainabilties within urban spaces – including, for instance, recycled art installations, reuse 
of materials for ramps and street obstacles, and environmental justice initiatives. In this 
example, urban spaces were transformed into ‘hands-on learning centres’ that promoted 
environmental awareness (Vivoni 2013: 346). Such studies suggest that entanglements of 
youth and environmental sustainability do not always involve obvious actions (like planting 
trees or recycling plastic bottles); and can instead emerge (at times inadvertently) out of 
relationships with others and the physicality of taken-for-granted environments and spaces. 
Contemporary young people often practice an ‘alternative ethic of care’ (Vivoni 2013: 340) 
that is poorly accounted for by existing measures. Geographers ought to look beyond sites 
of acquisition (such as the shopping mall) to develop a deeper sense of young people’s 
ways of valuing material objects – contra the prevailing rhetoric of thoughtless waste 
(Collins and Hitchings 2012).  
However, even those young people who express high levels of commitment to 
environmental issues still experience moments where the responsibilities of environmental 
citizenship are undermined by the temptations of modern consumption and comforts 
(Collins and Hitchings, 2012). The desire to consume can often outweigh environmental 
commitment (Autio and Heinonen 2004; Breunig et al. 2014). For instance, in Breunig et 
al.’s (2014) Canadian study of secondary school students 75 per cent reported feeling 
inconvenienced by the prospect of acting upon pro-environmental intentions. Fundamental 
changes in everyday behaviours, such as carpooling to and from school, lost out to ideas of 
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inconvenience and ensuing lack of freedom (Breunig et al. 2014). Instead, students were 
more likely to be engaged in everyday sustainabilities through what the authors called 
‘domestic environmental behaviours’ (Breunig et al. 2014: 380), or small scale actions like 
recycling or turning the lights off in rooms that were not being used. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has considered the apparent disjuncture between the popular perceptions of 
contemporary young people as wasteful and hedonistic consumers and their alternative 
positioning as environmental heroes. This binary has effectively split debates around youth, 
the environment and sustainability into ‘the good’ and ‘the bad’. But these descriptions are 
too simplistic and partial. This chapter has argued that contemporary young people in the 
Global North do not fit neatly into either of these categories. One-dimensional 
conceptualizations of young people do not match lived, everyday complexities of their 
lifestyles. The life stage of youth is often unpredictable. Young people’s identities are 
multiple, intersecting and fluid (Hopkins 2013) – with implications for their environmental 
values and practices.   
Recent geographical scholarship has made strong efforts to develop a more nuanced 
picture of contemporary young people (Collins, 2014, 2015; Collins and Hitchings 2012; 
Gibson and Stanes 2011; Hadfield-Hill 2013; Hitchings et al. 2015a; Hopkins 2013; Horton 
et al. 2013; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013; Stanes et al. 2015; Vivoni 2013). But there is still 
some way to go. Many young people are concerned about environmental issues in general, 
and climate change in particular (Autio et al. 2009; Bentley et al. 2004; Carbon Trust 2012; 
Fielding and Head 2012; Forum for the Future 2008; Jenkins and Pell 2006; Stanes et al. 
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2015). They have the capacity to influence change in response to pressing environmental 
problems across a range of geographical scales and have been targeted by NGOs and 
schools in recent years to nurture the role they can play as change-makers in response to 
pressing environmental and social problems across multiple scales. But young people 
should not be seen as a uniform mass. Their capacities need to be viewed in the present 
tense, rather than being framed around future potentialities (Evans and Honeyford 2012; 
Hayward 2012). Further, contemporary young people’s environmental capacities need to be 
understood on their own terms – they are unique, distinct from the sustainabilities of 
previous generations. Many young people have already been practising an ‘alternative ethic 
of care’ (Vivoni 2013: 340) for the environment that has been poorly accounted for by 
existing measures. Future research attention ought to be devoted towards identifying, 
heralding and promoting practices that are prevalent among contemporary young people, 
which may have (inadvertently) positive impacts on environmental objectives (Hitchings et 
al. 2015a).  
At the same time, it is important to avoid romanticizing this potential. No one generational 
cohort is going to solve environmental issues facing modern society. Communities across 
all geographical scales will also need to work together in order to face uncertain 
environmental futures. The environmental hero label is also unhelpful because it suggests 
that contemporary young people can single-handedly right the wrongs of previous 
generations. Instead, the evidence presented throughout this chapter points towards the 
benefits of mutual, inter-generational learning (Ballayntine et al. 2001; Collins 2015; 
Klocker et al. 2012; Stanes et al. 2015). The sustainabilities of all generations will need to be 
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This chapter covers the same broads themes as addressed in Chapter 3 (being the 
contradictory identities of young people as environmental heroes and hedonistic 
consumers), but advances the argument with empirical evidence. The data featured in this 
chapter was drawn from an Australian Research Council project that I was first employed 
on in 2009. While the survey data had been interrogated based on gender, income and 
dwelling type (see Waitt et al. 2012), the influence of age and the lifecourse had not yet 
been fully explored. This chapter contends that while age has an important influence on 
environmental attitudes and behaviours, generation may be even more important. Thus, the 
framing of this chapter is taken via the analysis of four generational cohorts: Silent 
Generation (aged 65+ years at the time of survey), Baby Boomers (aged 45-64 at the time 
of survey); Generation X (aged 35-44 at the time of survey) and Generation Y (aged 18-34 
at the time of survey). It argues that Generation Y are at a unique stage of the lifecourse – 
often setting up their own households for the first time. It is during this stage that 
particular pro-environmental behaviours can solidify into habits that persist over the 
lifecourse. On aggregate, the results of the analysis found that while Generation Y 
households were more environmentally aware, they were less willing (than older 
generations) to compromise on particular areas of domestic resource consumption. 
However, further interrogation of the data showed that young adults’ environmental 
attitudes and practices intersect with housing and labour markets, and generation-specific 
socio-cultural norms to shape everyday domestic practices, and influence prosaic 
household sustainability concerns in ways that are distinct from generations before them. 
This chapter, thus, further unpacks and contests the binaries of young adulthood (as 
discussed in Chapter 3). Strengthened by the survey data, it concludes that existing frames 
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are limited, and ignore the presence and significance of social, spatial and material 
encounters. Particularly significant for the overall purpose of this thesis’ aims of young 
adults’ clothes use was the clear generational shift in cultural norms around cleanliness – 
and including laundering of clothes (Appendix 5). This chapter is a full reproduction of the 
original publication (excluding the reference list). The numbering of figures has been 






Young adults in the Global North occupy a contradictory environmental identity: they are 
purportedly more environmentally concerned than older generations, but are also labelled 
hedonistic consumers. Most studies have focused on young adults still residing in parental 
homes, neglecting that Generation Y (born between 1975 and 1991) has ‘grown up’. The 
consumption patterns and environmental implications of their newly established 
households demand scholarly attention. Through a large-scale household sustainability 
survey, conducted in Australia, we have uncovered important inter-generational differences 
in environmental attitudes and everyday domestic practices. We found that generational 
cohorts hold distinct environmental attitudes. Younger households were most concerned 
with climate change, and least optimistic about future mitigation. However, generational 
differences influenced everyday domestic practices in more complex ways. All households 
engaged extensively with those ‘pro-environmental’ practices that reflected established 
cultural norms, government regulations and residential urban form. For other pro-
environmental practices there were clear differences, with Generation Y households being 
the least engaged. A widening ‘value-action gap’ was apparent across our sample 
population, from oldest to youngest. However, rather than reflecting Generation Y’s 
supposed hedonism, we argue that this gap reflects how lifecourse intersects with housing 
and labour markets and norms of cleanliness to shape everyday domestic practices. Our 
research illuminates the shortcomings of a one-size-fits-all approach to household 
sustainability. The young adult stage is a time of transition during which homes and 
independent lifestyles are established, and practices are altered or become entrenched, for 





Over the last decade, households in the Global North have become a focus of government 
and non-government sustainability initiatives aiming to reduce environmental impacts of 
everyday patterns of resource consumption (Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011; Reid et al. 
2010; Waitt et al. 2012). In Australia, depending on the calculation methods used 
households are responsible for up to 45 per cent of greenhouse gas emissions through 
direct and indirect emission pathways (ABS 2013). Yet, awareness-raising campaigns 
around domestic energy and water use, the proliferation of low-tech ‘solutions’ (energy-
saving lightbulbs and water-saving showerheads), as well as federal and state government 
subsidies to install domestic infrastructures (rainwater tanks, solar panels and home 
insulation) have not reduced consumption and waste in a linear or reliable way (Hobson 
2008; Moy 2012). Progress towards reduced household resource consumption has been far 
from straightforward.  
A clear challenge, as evidenced through proliferating research, is that households in the 
Global North cannot be understood as a homogenous mass (Moy 2012; Waitt et al. 2012). 
There is not a singular ‘household sustainability’ experience or agenda, but rather multiple 
domestic sustainabilities that reflect complex relationships between families and homes, 
attitudes and practices, households and wider cultural, regulatory and political-economic 
forces (Head et al. 2013). Drawing on conceptual approaches developed in Head et al. 
(2013), Lane and Gorman-Murray (2011a, b) and Waitt et al. (2012), we refer to ‘everyday’ 
or ‘domestic sustainabilities’ as attempts by people to reduce resource use within daily 
household life. These attempts involve complex trade-offs and manipulations to everyday 
routines, purchasing practices, the use of building, garden and domestic technologies and 
wider connections to socio-economic and political networks.  
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Much of this complexity is becoming better understood. Geographers and other social 
scientists have begun to tease apart households and their sustainability attitudes and 
practices according to attributes such as socio-economic status (Druckman and Jackson 
2008; Kennedy et al. 2014; Sevoyan et al. 2013; Waitt et al. 2012), gender (Buckingham-
Hatfield 2000; Gibson et al. 2013; Organo et al. 2013), ethnicity and migration status 
(Bradley 2009; Klocker and Head 2013; Maller 2011), household composition and size 
(Keilman 2003; Klocker et al. 2012) and dwelling type (Dowling and Power 2011; Moriarty 
2002). Most recently, research has also begun to document the significance of lifecourse for 
pro-environmental values, practices and concerns (Burningham et al. 2014a, b; Hitchings et 
al. 2015a; Hitchings and Day 2011; Royston 2014; Shirani et al. 2013). Such research has 
opened up fresh conversations addressing the generational distinctiveness of household 
sustainability practices. Emerging insights suggests that lifecourse transitions are not 
‘moments’ of change, but rather processes – inviting opportunities for interventions 
(Burningham et al. 2014 a, b; Hards 2012). Sustainability improvements may ensue from 
lifecourse transition processes inadvertently, without conscious performance of ‘green’ 
identities (Evans 2011). They may arise, for instance as an outcome of juggling competing 
priorities and moralities during times of transition such as having a baby, retiring or 
downsizing the home (Gibson et al. 2011b). A particular focus throughout has been on 
older households at the time of retirement (Burningham et al. 2014b; Day and Hitchings 
2011; Guy et al. 2015; Hitchings and Day 2011). Young people have also been 
acknowledged in this emerging literature via investigations of parent-child relationships 
(Ballantyne et al. 2001; Gram-Hanssen 2007; Klocker et al. 2012) and, importantly, 
explorations into the ways that pro-environmental values and practices can be compared 
across households of different generations (Hitchings et al. 2015a). Yet, the young people 
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involved in these studies have typically still lived in the parental home. Young adults’ newly 
independent households have seldom featured. 
This article responds to this gap and directs its focus to a generational cohort – Generation 
Y– whose transition to becoming new householders has been overlooked in research on 
households and sustainability. We focus especially on young adults also because of a 
conflicting view of that age cohort expressed in media and popular culture (Collins and 
Hitchings 2012). Generation Y is often assumed to espouse stronger environmental 
commitments, particularly when compared to older generations (Bentley et al. 2004; 
Elkington 2011; Heist 2014; Hersch and Viscusi 2006; Rayapura 2014). Somewhat 
contradictorily, this generation has also been subject to negative media attention for its 
alleged excessive consumption practices (Han 2015; Hoey 2008; Hume 2010; Twenge 
2014). These contentions, and the absence of research on the domestic sustainabilities of 
Generation Y as independent householders, frame the present study. We report on 
generation-specific attitudes and practices from a large-scale, quantitative household 
sustainability survey undertaken in the Illawarra, a coastal region approximately 80 
kilometres south of Sydney, Australia. The survey data were disaggregated by generational-
cohort to explore whether (and how) everyday domestic practices differed between 
generational householders, with a specific focus on Generation Y (aged between 18 and 34 
at the time of survey). Our results indicate that all households, irrespective of generational 
cohort, engaged with certain ‘pro-environmental’ practices with similar frequencies when 
influenced by established cultural norms, government regulation and constraints that stem 
from residential urban form. For other pro-environmental practices, there were distinct 
generational differences. These differences gave rise to a widening ‘value-action gap’ (Blake 
1999) across generations, from oldest to youngest. Rather than rush to conclude that this 
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evident gap confirms Generation Y’s purported hedonistic culture, we argue that it is a 
function of how lifecourse intersects with housing and labour markets and norms of 
cleanliness to shape everyday material practices.  
 
Talkin’ ‘bout my generation18: the explanatory power of generational cohorts 
Generations ‘represent a distinct, temporally located cultural field’ characterised by taste, 
values and dispositions shaped by popular culture, social norms and the socio-economic 
and political circumstances of individuals’ formative years (Jones et al. 2009: 101; 
Mannheim 1952; Vanderbeck, 2007)19. Individuals born within the same time period tend 
to share a range of experiences ‘in their maturation and socialization’ (Büttner and Grübler 
1995: 116). Several generational labels have become established within the popular lexicon, 
including The Millennials/Generation Y, Generation X, Baby Boomers and the Silent 
Generation (Holroyd 2011; Wyn and Woodman 2006, 2011). Each comes with its 
accompanying clichés and stereotypes overlaid by subcultural/media constructions (Ulrich 
2003). For instance, having grown up through the Great Depression and the rationing and 
communal provisioning of World War II, the Silent Generation is known for living by a 
mantra of thrift and frugality. The Baby Boomers are considered the generation to ‘have it 
all’ (Holroyd 2011), often typecast as competitive free agents with a strong interest in self-
fulfilment. Generation X – a name popularised by Douglas Coupland's 1991 novel, 
Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture – is associated with living under the shadow of 
Baby Boomers. Generation X is said to be politically disenfranchised, possessing a ‘fabled 
                                                          
18A pop culture reference to the 1965 song ‘My Generation’ by The Who. 
19While we acknowledge multiple uses of ‘generation’ in geography and more broadly in the social sciences, 
we apply this term to the investigation of extra-familial intergenerational relations. This usage refers to 
groupings of people based on their time of birth rather than from within a family lineage (Vanderbeck 2007). 




refusenik mentality’ resistant to ‘the selling of our self-image in a consumer culture bent on 
commodifying our attitudes and entertainment interests’ (Curnutt 2003: 164).  
Often cited as ‘the world’s first digital generation’, Generation Y is commonly typecast as 
being ‘materially-endowed’ (Browne 2012; Han 2015; Holroyd 2011; Hume 2010; 
McCrindle 2009: 3). Traditional markers of adulthood, such as full-time employment, 
marriage, or buying a first home, are supposedly being pushed back later in life for 
Generation Y (Wyn and Woodman 2011). Recent media coverage has ridiculed Generation 
Y as a ‘stay-at-home’ generation (Browne 2012; Ireland 2010; McCrindle 2009), struggling 
to break free of the parental nest. In Australia, members of Generation Y have been 
referred to as KIPPERS (‘kids in parents’ pockets eroding retirement savings’), who 
purportedly delay moving out to facilitate their own predilection for consumer luxuries 
(Ireland 2010). Supporting such media constructions has been recent scholarly research 
revealing that young adults in the Global North are indeed taking longer to establish 
independent households (Cobb-Clark 2008; Keene and Batson 2010). While an upward 
trend in the age of home-leaving is evident, the resultant caricatures compel critical 
scrutiny. Simplistic depictions of Generation Y as never leaving home (or as ‘boomerangs’ 
returning home) overlook the effects of housing undersupply and rising property prices, 
combined with increasing years spent in education (and poor employment prospects post-
higher education) (McKee 2012; Berrington and Stone 2014; Stone et al. 2011, 2014). Also 
overlooked is that many members of Generation Y have indeed formed their own 
households – contra the aforementioned caricature. At the 2011 Australian Census, nearly 
two-thirds of all adults in the 18-34 year age bracket lived in independent households (ABS 
2011). Yet we still know very little about how this majority of young adults – who live 
independently of their parents – organise their lives within domestic spaces (Berrington et 
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al. 2009, 2014; Gorman-Murray 2015; McNamara and Connell 2007). Young adults as 
independent householders have also garnered little attention in existing research linking age 
and sustainability, arguably amplifying misguided depictions of this generation as lacking 
independence.  
 
Linking generation and environmental sustainability 
When generations are positioned as homogenous groups – according to the generalised 
labels outlined above – their complex, multiple and shifting identities and priorities are 
easily overlooked or misinterpreted (Collins and Hitchings 2012; Hopkins 2013). 
Nevertheless, a number of studies have found that generational membership is a more 
important determinant of environmental attitudes and practices than chronological age 
(Büttner and Grübler 1995; Hume 2010; Menz and Welsch 2012; O’Neill and Chen 2002; 
Wyn and Woodman 2006). Those who grew up during periods of hardship (the ‘Silent 
Generation’) may conserve resources more carefully than those who grew up during 
periods of relative affluence (Carlsson-Kanyama et al. 2005; Menz and Welsch 2012). 
Accordingly, today’s young adults may not display the frugal practices of their grandparents 
when they reach old age. In this article, we take seriously the possibility that generational 
membership may indeed prove a significant variable underpinning diverse household 
sustainabilities. We revisit a large survey dataset on household practices previously analysed 
without a specific generational focus (Waitt et al. 2012) to retrieve key insights on young 
adult householders. 
Recent scholarly and media attention directed towards Generation Y in the Global North 
has often been framed around two paradoxical assertions; the ‘hedonistic consumer’ or 
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‘environmental hero’ (Collins and Hitchings 2012). The spending power and ensuing 
consumption patterns of Generation Y have been singled out as especially problematic 
(Han 2015; Hoey 2008; Twenge 2014). Growing up in an era characterised by an ever-
expanding range of personal consumer products, such as clothing and electronics, 
Generation Y has been criticised for being caught up in rapid trend cycles and fast fashion 
(Griffin et al. 2005; Han 2015). In this context of relatively cheap and constantly updated 
consumables, accusations of extravagance and throwaway consumerism are common 
(Griffin et al. 2005; Han 2015; Hoey 2008). Existing research on youth consumption, some 
of which has challenged these stereotypes, has focused on material possessions (Collins 
2015; Griffin et al. 2005), rather than the mundane domestic practices foregrounded in our 
study.  
Counterbalancing discourses of Generation Y as hedonistic consumers are assertions that 
young adults in the Global North are important ‘agents of change’ (Bentley et al. 2004: 1) 
for more environmentally sustainable lifestyles. Generation Y has been applauded for its 
environmental concern (Bentley et al. 2004; Rayapura 2011), climate change awareness 
(Carbon Trust 2012; Ojala 2012) and engagement with pro-environmental practices (Autio 
et al. 2009; Heist 2014). Our own quantitative analysis sheds further light on such 
assertions. Our results suggest that there are indeed generational patterns in attitudes, and 
to some degree also for practices, amidst complexity and contradiction. Generation Y 
households do articulate concern for environmental issues such as climate change, though 
accompanying pro-environmental practices are not always forthcoming – for a range of 
complex reasons. 
Where age and/or generation have been linked to sustainability at the household scale, 
studies have explored the sharing practices and inter-generational transmission of 
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environmental values and skills in multi-generational and family households (Ballantyne et 
al. 2001; Collins 2015; Klocker et al. 2012; Payne 2005). So too, the conflicts arising 
between parents and co-resident teenagers around expectations of cleanliness and water use 
have garnered attention (Gram-Hanssen 2007). In light of recent scholarship focused on 
the social and environmental outcomes of older households (Burningham et al. 2014b; Day 
and Hitchings 2011; Guy et al. 2015; Hitchings and Day 2011) research on young adults as 
independent householders is needed. When young adults leave the parental home they have an 
opportunity to enact domestic sustainabilities with greater independence. Responding to 
Collins and Hitchings’ (2012) call to involve young people in investigations of routine 
household consumption, this paper takes a fresh look inside households led by young 
adults. The present study offers an opportunity to test assertions about generational 
distinctiveness by investigating whether, and how, the attitudes, consumption decisions, 
practices and domestic routines of young adult households differ from those led by older 
age cohorts. We ask: what happens when young adults’ domestic sustainabilities become 
proximally disconnected from the practices and priorities of their parents and/or 
grandparents? We are therefore focused here on what happens to domestic sustainabilities 
when Generation Y is in charge. 
 
Methodology 
In 2009, a major survey on climate change, sustainability practices and perspectives on 
economic and environmental futures was distributed to 11,555 households across the 
Illawarra region, Australia20 (Gibson et al. 2009). The Illawarra is the third most populous 
                                                          
20The survey was designed and distributed by a research team at the University of Wollongong’s Australian 
Centre for Cultural Environmental Research (AUSCCER), which included two of the authors of this paper. 
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coastal region in New South Wales with a population of 275,000 (ABS 2011). Traditionally 
known for its coal and steel industries, decline in demand and employment in recent years 
has seen shifts to higher education, tourism and health, most of which are centrally located 
in the City of Wollongong. Nonetheless, regional identity remains deeply embedded in the 
historical culture of the steelworks and collieries. National and regional debates about the 
environment and climate change are often tied to the legacy of heavy industrial 
employment in the region (Waitt et al. 2012). Escalating costs of living in Sydney, together 
with the Wollongong’s role as a university city, have contributed to demographic change 
with high rates of in-migration by young adults (ABS 2011). At the 2011 Census, 18-32 year 
olds made up 35.7 per cent of incoming residents to the Illawarra (SA4), more than any 
other age group. 
The survey was designed as part of a larger study with two central aims. The first was to 
undertake a baseline study of current knowledge of climate change in a regional 
community. The study also aimed to identify existing cultural resources for, and constraints 
to, more environmentally sustainable practices at the household scale. While large-scale 
surveys are useful for identifying trends across a population (Barr 2008; Browne et al. 
2013), the research team was mindful of the limitations of adopting a quantitative 
framework to investigate attitudes and practices, particularly in light of the value-action gap 
(Blake 1999; Shove 2010). Asking questions about concern for the environment is not the 
same thing as documenting practices actually undertaken within domestic life. To counter 
this, the survey design included questions regarding attitudes alongside novel sequences of 
closed and open-response questions aimed at documenting everyday material practices of 
domestic sustainabilities – practices that may have positive outcomes for resource use, but 
which may not be undertaken in an explicit effort to be ‘green’. These included ‘switching 
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appliances on and off’, ‘going out’ and ‘moving around’. These questions allowed for 
evidence of inadvertent or coincidental sustainabilities to emerge (Evans 2011; Hitchings et 
al. 2015a; Klocker et al. 2012). In order to provide ‘rigorous comparative frameworks’ 
(Liverman 2008: 6), several questions were adapted from a number of national and 
international surveys which has provided an archival base for longitudinal studies over the 
coming decades, comparable both in Australia and overseas21.  
A questionnaire was posted to every registered household address across eight selected 
suburbs in the Illawarra region. Suburbs were stratified into income-quintiles to account for 
socio-economic diversity, and a range of dwelling types and neighbourhood densities. An 
adult familiar with the daily running of the household was invited to complete the survey. 
In total 1,465 completed surveys were returned, a response rate of 12.7 per cent22. The 
survey asked respondents to indicate their age using the standard ABS age-cohorts, which 
limited the flexibility of the data for our subsequent generational analysis. Analysis was 
further complicated by the absence of uniform generational boundaries in the literature. 
Nevertheless, it was possible to statistically analyse the large dataset for generational 
differences, and data categories did align with some definitions in scholarly literature (see 
Table 4.1 and Jones and Fox 2009).   
For this analysis, survey data were disaggregated according to householder23 age rather than 
respondent age. This allowed for a comparison of household practices according to which 
generation was ‘in charge’ of household decision-making. In the vast majority of cases, the 
respondent was the householder – this was determined on the basis of household 
                                                          
21Further details of the survey design and its broader findings are presented in Waitt et al. (2012). 
22The response rate was statistically representative of the population surveyed and thus returned surveys were 
not weighted (Waitt et al. 2012). 
23In this study, a ‘householder’ is defined as a person who occupies and manages a home either alone or as 
part of a multi-member household. Where a home is occupied by a couple or joint persons the ‘householder’ 
may be interchangeable. In this study ‘householder’ does not indicate ownership. 
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composition and familial relationships. However, some young adults completed the survey 
on behalf of their co-resident adult parents. Such examples were excluded from the sample, 
as were cases where respondents (of any age) lived in multi-generational or extended family 
households where it was impossible to reliably ascertain ‘householder’ status. After these 
exclusion criteria were applied, the sample was comprised of 1,328 households split across 
four generations (Table 4.1).  
 
Table 4.1: Distribution of householders according to generational groups (N=1328) 




Generation Y 1975-1991 18-34 158 (11.9%) 
Generation X 1965-1974 35-44 228 (17.2%) 
Baby Boomers 1945-1965 45-64 604 (45.5%) 
Silent Generation 1944 and 
earlier 
65+ 338 (25.5%) 
Total 1328 
Note: Jones and Fox (2009) used the following birth years: The Millennials or Generation Y (1977-1992); 
Generation X (1965-1976); Baby Boomers (1946-1964) and Silent Generation (1937-1945). 
 
 
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 20. Descriptive analyses generated 
cross-tabulations to account for generational differences in household practices and 
environmental attitudes. These were tested for statistical significance using Pearson’s chi-
squared test at the 5% and 1% level of significance. Ordinal regression was employed to 
control for effects that were likely to influence the relationship between generation and the 
dependent variables tested, specifically gender and household income. Logistic regression 
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was used in the case of binary questions or where there was a lack of compliance with the 
prerequisites of ordinal regression.  
Generation Y householders who completed our survey had diverse living arrangements, as 
is characteristic of this group (Berrington and Stone 2014), although most lived as part of a 
couple, with or without children (Table 4.2). Generation Y householders who responded to 
the survey were more likely to be female (75.8% compared to 58.5% for all other groups); 
had a higher level of formal education (56.0% had a Bachelors or postgraduate degree, 
compared to 31.8% for all other groups); and were more likely to be employed (71.5% 
compared to 50.3% for all other groups); or students (8.0% compared to 0.6% for all other 
groups). Their households were also more likely to fall into the middle-income bracket24 
(72.6% compared to 48.2% for other groups). Few Generation Y households were low-
income (5.4% compared to 63.8% of Silent Generation households), but Baby Boomer 
households were most likely to earn high incomes (28.0% compared to 22.0% of 
Generation Y households).  
 
 Table 4.2: Living arrangements of Generation Y householders (N=1328) 
Household type Respondents 
Single-person 24 (15.2%) 
Share 10 (6.3%) 
Couple family (no children) 54 (34.2%) 
Couple family (with children) 63 (39.9%) 
Single parent family 7 (4.4%) 
Total 158 
 
                                                          
24Low-income households were those with a combined income of less than AU$500 per week; middle-




Generation Y households in this study rarely contained just one person, and most 
frequently contained three or more people (Table 4.3). The presence of fewer people in a 
dwelling has been empirically linked to increased per capita energy and water consumption, 
as well as waste production and suburban sprawl (Keilman 2003; Liu et al. 2003; Yu and 
Liu 2007). Dwelling type also differed substantially across generational groups, with 
Generation Y households displaying the highest propensity for apartment living, a trend 
also evident in Australian Census data (Table 4.3)25. This is significant because, as we shall 
see below, household size and dwelling type intersect with generational cohort in shaping 
domestic sustainabilities.  
 
 Table 4.3: Household size and dwelling type across generations (N=1328) 
Household 
sizeb 






1 person 14.8 8.4 19.3 40.6 23.3 
2 people 38.7 14.2 39.2 53.4 38.4 
3+ people 46.5 77.4 41.5 6.0 38.2 






Detached house 57.8 77.9 79.0 74.7 77.6 
Semi-detached 11.7 7.1 4.0 4.3 4.7 
Apartment 29.9 12.8 15.7 18.3 15.9 
Other 0.6 2.2 1.3 2.7 1.9 
Note: a p < 0.05 across all four generations; b p < 0.01 across all four generations; c p <0.05 between 




                                                          
25In 2011, 28.0% of those aged 18-24; and 20.1% of those aged 25-34 lived in apartments. This was well-




Results are presented in two subsections. The first compares environmental attitudes, 
beliefs and concerns based on generational categories. Twenty attitudinal variables were 
used in the questionnaire over three themes: general environmental attitudes, climate 
change attitudes and sense of environmental optimism (Tables 4.4 and 4.5). To measure 
‘pro-environmental’ responses, we combined variables into an aggregate attitudinal score 
for each section across all four generations (Table 4.4). The second results section 
compares everyday practices and domestic sustainabilities of households across generations 
based on 59 variables, distributed across five key themes: cleanliness, appliance use, 
purchasing, divesting, and mobility (Tables 4.6 to 4.10). A mean score across practices was 
also calculated for the five domains specified above. A discussion, centred on evidence of a 
widening value-action gap across our sample, from oldest to youngest, follows our results 
section.   
 
Inter-generational differences in environmental attitudes  
Our results did not neatly mirror previous findings that young people are more 
environmentally concerned and aware than older generations (DECC 2012; Hersch and 
Viscusi 2006; Menz and Welsch 2012). In our survey, Generation X householders 
expressed pro-environmental attitudes at a higher frequency than any other generation. 
Complexities emerged at the thematic level (Table 4.4): Generation X householders, closely 
followed by Generation Y, were most likely to express general environmental concern (A1-
A6) and climate change belief and concern (A11-A17). This trend was reversed in relation 
to transport: Silent Generation householders expressed pro-environmental transport-
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related attitudes more frequently than other generations, particularly in relation to the 
environmental impacts of air travel (A8, A10). Inter-generational differences in attitudes 
towards recycling were small, with all groups expressing strong commitment (A7). 
Employing ordinal regression to adjust for gender and income had minimal effects on the 
statistical relationships between environmental attitudes and householder generation (Table 
4.4). All existing significant differences remained and a small number of additional 
significant differences emerged (A9, A10, A16 and A17) and these are shown in Table 4.4.   
Significantly, Generation Y householders were most likely to feel that environmental 
disaster is imminent, a sentiment weakest amongst Silent Generation householders (A2). 
The latter were also most likely to feel that environmental problems have been exaggerated 
(A3). Generation Y householders were among the least likely to be concerned whether 
their environmental values were reflected in the broader community (A5; 86.1% compared 
to 69.6% of Silent Generation householders). Despite common perceptions that young 
people are more likely to be influenced by their peers than older generations (Autio and 
Heinonen 2004; Bentley et al. 2004), Generation Y were the least likely to be concerned if 














Gen Y % 
General environmental attitudes      
A1: The Earth has very limited room and 
resources (agree1)be 
77.6 80.1 78.1 70.8 76.3e 
A2: If things continue on their current course, we 
will soon experience a major environmental 
disaster (agree)be 
77.8 75.6 72.9 62.9 70.5de 
A3: The so-called environmental crisis has been 
greatly exaggerated (disagree2)be 55.1 57.8 56.0 43.8 52.5
ce 
A4: It’s only worth doing environmentally friendly 
things if they save you money (disagree)ae 77.9 83.1 78.3 73.1 78.1
ce 
A5: It’s not worth doing things to help the 
environment if others don’t do the same 
(disagree)be 
86.1 89.7 79.8 69.6 79.7ce 
A6: It would embarrass me if my friends thought 
my lifestyle was purposefully environmentally 
friendly (disagree)be 
95.6 93.3 90.2 82.1 88.5de 
A7: People have a duty to recycle (agree) 90.5 91.6 88.7 88.7 89.7 
A8: People who fly should bear the costs of the 
environmental damage that air travel causes 
(agree) 
32.9 33.4 35.3 39.9 36.2 
A9: For the sake of the environment, car users 
should pay higher taxes (agree)e 16.4 16.7 14.9 15.0 15.3
e 
A10: I am concerned about the environmental 
impact of air travel (agree)e 26.6 31.4 36.9 40.0 36.1
ce 
Mean 63.7 65.3 63.1 58.6 62.3 
Climate change belief and concern      
A11: Climate change is an important issue for 
Australia (agree)be 
89.8 91.5 86.8 81.3 86.5e 
A12: The effects of climate change are too far in 
the future to worry me (disagree)be 
87.2 87.0 80.5 60.3 75.9de 
A13: It’s not worth the Illawarra trying to combat 
climate change because other regions will just 
cancel out what we do (disagree)be 
86.7 85.8 72.1 60.9 72.9de 
A14: My household is uninterested in climate 
change (disagree)be 72.6 81.9 71.4 62.7 72.0
e 
A15: My household would be prepared to change 
behaviours to help limit climate change (agree)ae 82.7 84.0 79.5 72.8 78.8
e 
A16: Bushfire threats will increase in the Illawarra 
by 2030 (agree)e 53.5 55.2 58.8 60.0 58.0
e 
A17: Sea-level rise will have changed the coastline 
of the Illawarra by 2030 (agree)e 59.4 58.8 56.9 53.4 56.4
e 
Mean 76.0 77.7 72.3 64.5 71.5 
Note: 1Values for these variables were calculated based on the percentage of respondents who answered 
strongly agree or agree to each statement. 2Values for these variables were calculated based on the percentage 
of respondents who answered strongly disagree or disagree to each statement.   
Notes on statistical significance: a p < 0.05 across all four generations; b p < 0.01 across all four 
generations; c p <0.05 between Generation Y and all other generations combined; d p <0.01 between 
Generation Y and all other generations combined; e p < 0.05 after controlling for gender and income




Acceptance of the importance of climate change as a national policy issue was strong 
irrespective of generation – although most pronounced among Generation X and Y 
householders (A11). Generationally, this mirrors wider national trends (ABS 2012), 
although the overall rates of climate change concern expressed in our survey were markedly 
higher26. Generation X and Y householders in our sample were also most likely to indicate 
that their households would be prepared to change their behaviours to help limit climate 
change (A15). Distinct and significant inter-generational differences emerged around the 
immediacy of climate change. Generation Y householders were almost 30 per cent more 
likely than Silent Generation householders to disagree that the effects of climate change 
were too far in the future to be of concern (A12). Such results were in line with quantitative 
studies conducted with young adults in the UK and Europe (Forum for the Future 2008, 
Hersch and Viscusi 2006) and in the United States (Carbon Trust 2012). Such studies have 
found that significant numbers of young people are apprehensive about immediate climate 
change impacts. For all age cohorts, the propensity to agree that climate change would 
impact upon their region (the Illawarra) through bushfires and/or sea-level rise by 2030 
(A16, A17) was markedly lower than willingness to abstractly identify climate change as an 
important issue for Australia (A11). Such results are in contrast to findings from the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) (2007) identifying the Illawarra as a 
climate change ‘hotspot’ where sea-level rise and increased flooding and bushfires are 
predicted to exacerbate population vulnerability (Organo et al. 2013). 
Generation Y householders’ concerns over the immediacy of climate change (A12; 87.2% 
compared to 60.3% of Silent Generation households) were matched by a sense of 
pessimism about society’s ability to address the issue (Table 4.5; see also Fielding and Head 
                                                          
26According to the ABS (2012) only 39.9% of 75+ year olds were concerned about climate change, compared 
to 60.9% of those aged 18 to 34. 
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2012). Less than one-third of Generation Y respondents thought a decrease in greenhouse 
gas emissions by 2030 was likely to occur (A18), compared to 54 per cent of the remaining 
respondents. Pro-environmental values also appeared to cut across spatial locations, 
indicating the existence of ‘generational geographies’ – whereby generational cohort and 
place distinctively intersect (Vanderbeck 2007). Generation Y respondents were the most 
pessimistic about the Illawarra region’s capacity to adapt to the economic challenges posed 
by climate change (A20). Such feelings are likely related to manufacturing and mining job 
losses in the Illawarra in recent years, as well as a pessimistic outlook on the region’s ability 
to shift towards ‘greener’ industries. Indeed, when asked whether the Illawarra region 
would be known for clean and renewable industries by 2030, only 12 per cent of 
Generation Y respondents considered such an outcome likely, a significant difference when 
compared to the remaining survey respondents (A19). The images that young people have 
of futures under increased environmental pressure can be negative, fragmented and bleak 
(Ojala 2007). Elsewhere, research with young people has found a strong association 
between future scenarios and negative emotions such as worry, sadness, anger and 
pessimism amongst young people (Ojala 2007, 2008). The risk is that young people may 
become disengaged with issues that pertain to the environment and climate change over 








 Table 4.5: Sense of optimism about ability to meet climate change challenges 
(N=1328) 






A18: Greenhouse gas 
emissions will be lowered by 
2030be 
 
Generation Y  31.2 26.0 42.9 
Generation X  44.4 23.3 32.3 
Baby Boomers  53.6 19.7 26.7 
Silent Generation  61.5 20.6 17.9 
All excl. Gen Yde 53.9 20.7 25.4 
A19: The Illawarra will be 
known for its clean and 
renewable industries by 
2030be 
 
Generation Y  11.8 32.2 55.9 
Generation X  24.7 27.4 48.0 
Baby Boomers  29.1 30.0 40.8 
Silent Generation  37.1 29.1 33.8 
All excl. Gen Yde 30.4 29.2 40.4 
A20: The economy of the 
Illawarra will adapt to the 
challenges of climate change 
by 2030be 
Generation Y 46.1 28.6 25.3 
Generation X  52.3 26.6 21.2 
Baby Boomers 63.1 21.1 15.8 
Silent Generation 66.5 21.3 12.2 
All excl. Gen Yde 61.9 22 15.8 
Notes on significance: a  p < 0.05 across all four generations; b p < 0.01 across all four generations; c p 
<0.05 between Generation Y and all other generations combined; d p <0.01 between Generation Y and all 
other generations combined; e p < 0.05 after controlling for gender and income. 
 
 
Inter-generational differences in everyday domestic sustainabilities 
Survey respondents were asked about levels of engagement with a number of ‘pro-
environmental’ practices that align with the rhythms of daily domestic life: cleanliness, 
turning appliances on and off, purchasing, divesting and reusing, and modes of moving 
around. Although we have adopted the label ‘pro-environmental’ practices here, questions 
were not labelled as such in the survey itself. Many of the practices listed allowed for 
evidence of unintentional sustainabilities to emerge. For instance, householders may be 
frugal with the air-conditioner in an effort to save money, not to reduce energy use; they 
may buy local produce to support local farmers, rather than to reduce transport emissions. 
Our findings highlight the complexity of inter-generational comparisons, but also point 
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towards a clear pattern in pro-environmental practices across generations, declining from 
oldest to youngest (Tables 4.6-4.10, see also Figure 4.1). In most cases, statistical 
significance for these differences persisted after controlling for gender and income – where 
changes did occur, they are outlined in Tables 4.6-4.10. Our findings suggest that 
householder generation does shape everyday household sustainabilities, albeit in complex 
ways.  
Twelve variables were used to compare generational differences in household water use 
and cleanliness practices, with implications for domestic water consumption (Browne et al. 
2013). Overall, Generation Y householders were least careful to limit water consumption 
while Silent Generation householders reported the most frugal practices (Table 4.6). 
Generation Y householders were also most likely to concede that they do not pay much 
attention to domestic water use (B2), despite the fact that they grew up during periods of 
extensive drought and water restrictions in south-east Australia.  
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B2: I don’t pay much attention to the amount of 
water I use at home  (never/rarely1)be 
70.9 84.5 88.3 88.1 87.0de 
B4: I turn off the tap whilst cleaning my teeth 
(always/usually2)be 
90.4 88.5 83.4 81.5 84.5de 
B5: I avoid keeping the tap running when 
washing dishes (always/usually) 
86.7 88.6 91.2 89.9 89.9ce 
B6: I save water in the bathroom by taking 
shorter showers (always/usually)be 
34.6 64.1 64.0 75.7 67.9de 
B7: I try and reduce the number of times I take 
showers in a day (always/usually)be 
57.3 67.8 67.1 76.9 70.6de 
B8: I try and reduce the number of times I flush 
the toilet (always/usually)e 
53.2 56.7 60.1 69.2 62.0e 
B9: I wait until I have a full load before I put 
on the washing machine (always/usually)e# 
90.5 93.3 87.9 89.5 90.2e 
B10: Frequency of washing machine use 
(weekly/rarely/never)be# 
46.1 34.5 45.7 73.2 51.1de 
B15: I reduce the hot water temperature 
whenever I can (always/usually)ae# 
17.9 26.0 30.0 34.0 30.0ce 
B43: I use a grey water system (yes)* 7.8 8.6 8.7 11.5 9.6 
B44: I have a water saving device fitted on my 
shower (yes)be* 
49.7 62.1 68.0 78.0 69.4de 
B46: I have a rainwater tank (yes)be* 14.6 27.1 33.3 33.9 31.4de 
Mean 51.6 58.5 60.6 66.8 62.0 
Note:1Values were calculated based on the percentage of respondents who answered ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ to each 
statement. 2Values were calculated based on the percentage of respondents who answered ‘always’ or ‘usually’ 
to each statement. Notes on significance: a p < 0.05 across all four generations; b p < 0.01 across all four 
generations; c p <0.05 between Generation Y and all other generations combined; d p <0.01 between 
Generation Y and all other generations combined; e p < 0.05 after controlling for gender and income. 
* indicates where logistic regression was used for analysis. 
# indicates where pro-environmental practices were related to clothes use. 
 
Across specific questions, the data revealed a mixed, and somewhat contradictory, picture: 
Generation Y householders saved water in some aspects of their daily lives, but not others. 
They were more likely to report turning off the tap whilst brushing their teeth (B4), and 
were amongst the most likely to indicate that they always or usually wait until they have a 
full load before running the washing machine (B9). However 53.9 per cent reported using 
their washing machines once or more per day, and Generation Y were around half as likely 
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to report taking short showers (B6). Generation Y householders were also markedly less 
likely to reduce showering frequency (B7) and the least likely to have installed water tanks 
(B44), reuse grey water (B43) or have water saving devices fitted on showers (B44). They 
were also the least likely to save water by reducing the number of times they flush toilets 
(B8). Reflecting important divergent showering practices and preferences across 
generations (Gram-Hanssen 2007) and potential limitations of dwelling type, Silent 
Generation householders were almost twice as likely as Generation Y to report reducing 
the hot water temperature (B15).  
Household practices around thermal comfort, appliance use, and energy provision/use 
were explored via thirteen variables (Table 4.7). Consistent with previous finding from 
Sweden (Carlsson-Kanyama et al. 2005), the Netherlands (Gatersleben 2001) and Australia 
(ABS 2012) Silent Generation householders reported the most frugal energy-use patterns 
and Generation Y the least. However, on aggregate, inter-generational differences were not 
stark. Generation Y households were least likely to indicate that they actively seek to reduce 




















B3: I don’t really give much thought to saving 
energy at home (never/rarely) 
82.1 90.2 88.3 84.4 87.6 
B11: Frequency of clothes dryer use 
(rarely/never)be# 
73.9 77.0 80.0 86.8 81.3e 
B12: Frequency of air-conditioner use 
(rarely/never)e 
78.8 78.3 75.6 72.8 75.6ce 
B13: Frequency of heater use  (rarely/never)ae 24.4 22.0 27.6 26.0 25.2e 
B14: I put on an extra layer of clothing 
before turning up the heating 
(always/usually)e# 
79.7 80.2 84.7 77.8 80.9e 
B16: I switch off lights in unoccupied rooms 
(always/usually)ae 
93.7 96.9 96.2 95.9 96.3e 
B37: Frequency of computer use (rarely/never)be 14.7 11.0 11.7 43.3 22.0de 
B38: Frequency of plasma TV use 
(rarely/never)ae 
77.8 78.0 71.4 85.9 78.4e 
B41: Frequency of separate freezer use 
(rarely/never)ae 
78.3 69.3 64.0 54.3 62.5e 
B52: Number of operating fridges (one only)e 63.9 58.2 50.8 59.9 56.3e 
B17: Household energy use has decreased over 
the last 12 months (yes)be 
69.5 72.8 82.5 84.5 79.9de 
B45: I use solar power (yes)* 4.6 8.5 6.7 10.6 8.6 
B65: I use an air-conditioner to cool rooms that 
are too hot in summer (rarely/never)e 69.0 68.6 65.4 64.1 66.0
e 
Mean 62.3 62.4 61.9 65.1 60.8 
Note: Refer to supplementary notes at Table 4.6. 
 
Again, results pertaining to specific practices around energy and appliance use were mixed 
and somewhat contradictory. While air-conditioning has become a normal part of everyday 
life in large parts of the industrialised west (Shove 2003), this was not borne out in our 
findings from temperate east coast Australia. Air conditioner ownership and use was 
relatively low across all generations, and lowest among Generation Y householders (B12, 
B65). Generation Y were most likely to own and use a clothes dryer (B11), signalling a 
generational shift in domestic laundry practices influenced by higher rates of apartment-
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living. Meanwhile, use of high-energy demand domestic appliances associated with food 
storage was lowest for Generation Y, even with comparably larger household sizes than 
older generations. Generation Y householders were less likely to report owning and using a 
separate freezer, and were least likely to have more than one operating fridge (B41, B52).  
 
Results also indicate that domestic energy consumption is closely related to stage of 
lifecourse. When asked about recent changes in energy consumption in the prior 12 
months (B17), Generation Y householders were most like to report an increase in energy 
use, citing reasons such as having a baby (39%) or an increase in the number of people in 
the household (39%). Older households were most likely to report that their energy use 
had decreased, largely due to a decline in household size. Notably, amongst the 23 per cent 
of Generation Y householders whose energy use had decreased over the 12 months 
preceding the survey, almost one quarter (23.5%) stated that climate change concern was 
an influential factor. Generation Y was the only generation for whom climate change 
ranked in the top three reasons given for a decrease in energy use, compared with only 
seven per cent of Silent Generation householders and nine per cent of Baby Boomer 
householders. Uptake of higher cost green technologies such as solar panels was low across 
all generations, and lowest among Generation Y householders (B45).   
Household purchasing decisions (Table 4.8) are driven by a number of factors including 
price, brand, perceived product quality, environmental and other ethical concerns such as 
labour standards (Bentley et al., 2004). Sixteen variables assessed household purchasing 
practices. Generation Y householders were least likely to report that they purchase and use 
environmentally friendly detergents (B18), or avoid products in aerosol containers (B19). 
They were also the least likely to have energy efficient appliances (B23), or buy local 
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produce (B22), recycled toilet paper (B24), fair trade items or (B25) products with minimal 
packaging (B21). They were also least likely to use their own bags when shopping (B28). 
Demonstrating that such patterns are not simply a function of low income, Silent 
Generation householders were most likely to make green purchasing decisions despite 
reporting the lowest incomes of any generation. Generation Y were also the least likely to 
grow their own fruit and vegetables (B49), although among those who did grow plants, 



















B18: I use environmentally friendly 
detergents whenever possible 
(always/usually)be# 
48.4 56.5 64.9 77.5 66.3d 
B19: I avoid products in aerosol containers 
(always/usually)be 
35.7 52.0 53.0 41.3 49.8de 
B20: I buy organic produce whenever possible 
(always/usually)e 
19.1 17.8 23.8 26.0 22.5e 
B21: I buy products with as little packaging 
as possible (always/usually)be# 
41.1 47.6 55.3 56.3 53.1de 
B22: I buy local produce whenever possible 
(always/usually)be 
27.6 37.5 42.6 54.3 44.8ce 
B23: I try to buy energy efficient household 
appliances (always/usually)be 
68.2 78.4 85.0 83.8 82.4de 
B24: I buy toilet paper made from recycled 
paper  (always/usually)e 
28.4 34.5 32.8 37.3 34.8e 
B25: I buy fair trade whenever possible 
(always/usually)be# 
20.9 23.2 32.5 44.7 33.5de 
B28: I use my own bags when shopping 
(always/usually)be 
55.7 56.2 61.0 68.0 61.7e 
B47: I buy plants that require less water 
(always/usually)be 
50.4 57.9 57.2 54.2 56.4de 
B49: I grow my own fruit and vegetables 
(always/usually)be 
20.5 20.7 23.5 27.7 24.0 
B50: I use pesticides (rarely/never)be 86.0 79.8 69.8 61.1 70.2de 
B51: I/household members check fridge 
before grocery shopping (always/usually)e 
77.2 76.2 72.2 79.0 75.8e 
B53: Household meat consumption has 
decreased over last 12 months (yes)be 
84.4 84.3 96.4 98.5 93.1de 
B56: My household consumes kangaroo meat 
(yes)be* 
9.6 11.0 9.1 3.0 7.7e 
B57: My household does not eat meat (yes)* 3.2 2.2 1.8 2.4 2.1 
Mean 42.3 46.0 48.8 50.9 48.6 
Note: Refer to supplementary notes at Table 4.6. 
 
Nine variables were used to assess reported household waste and reuse practices. 
Generation Y householders reported undertaking household waste minimisation practices 
less frequently than other generations (Table 4.9), although this was mostly a result of 
different practices around reuse and composting, rather than recycling. Recycling of post-
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consumer waste is connected with a number of structural conditions, such as sorting and 
collection times that, in Australia, are strongly regulated by local government (Lane et al. 
2009; Waitt et al. 2012). Recycling stands in contrast to other aspects of household 
sustainability, such as purchasing practices and appliance use within the home, which may 
be more directly shaped by individual inclination than regulation (Barr and Gilg 2006). In 
Australia, Generation Y grew up – and were socialised – within a society with very 
established conditions for recycling materials. We thus expected their practices to reflect 
the mainstreaming of ‘green’ ideals around waste sorting and recycling (Autio et al. 2009). 
It thus transpired that recycling of glass, plastic, bottles, cans and newspaper (B26) was 
ubiquitous across all generations, as was the practice of donating ‘old’ (used, unwanted) 
clothing to charity shops (B32) (Gregson et al. 2007). Reuse practices were less thoroughly 
entrenched and showed greater generational fluctuation. Generation Y householders were 
least likely to reuse glass bottles and jars (B29), reflecting distance in age from a pre-
recycling era where bottle and jar reuse was the norm, but they did reuse scrap paper at a 
considerably higher frequency (B30). Generation Y householders were least likely to report 
composting both kitchen and garden waste (B31, B48). The survey also asked respondents 
whether they repair clothing, with the bar set low: stitching a button onto a shirt as a repair 
practice. Generation Y householders were markedly less likely than all other generations to 




















B26: I recycle glass, plastic, bottles and cans 
(always/usually) 
96.2 96.0 96.6 97.9 96.8e 
B27: I recycle newspaper (always/usually)e 96.8 96.1 96.8 98.4 97.1e 
B29: I reuse glass bottles and jars 
(always/usually)e 
44.6 55.2 57.3 58.9 57.1de 
B30: I reuse scrap paper (always/usually)e 61.4 62.2 59.2 54.7 58.7e 
B31: I compost my kitchen waste 
(always/usually)be 
29.1 40.4 43.4 49.1 44.3de 
B32: I take old clothes to charity shops 
(always/usually)e# 
83.5 87.1 88.6 82.7 86.1e 
B33: I donate old household items to charity 
(always/usually)e 
72.0 80.6 80.8 77.2 79.5ce 
B34: I repair clothing (always/usually)be# 68.8 82.4 85.9 83.3 83.9de 
B48: I compost my garden waste 
(always/usually)be 
33.1 44.8 53.9 61.5 53.4de 
Mean 65.1 71.6 73.6 73.7 72.0 
Note: Refer to supplementary notes at Table 4.6. 
 
Nine variables were used to assess how mobility practices differed across generations 
(Table 4.10). Whether inter-generational patterns were evident for mobility practices was 
inconclusive. There was limited evidence of the changing car use practices among 
Generation Y that have been reported in other Australian studies (Dowling and Simpson 
2013; Elkington 2011), though it must be said that the Illawarra lacks an established car-
sharing scheme as is present in nearby Sydney. Some sustainable transport practices were 
rare across all households, for instance, travelling by bus (B35) or buying food from a store 
to which householders walk (B36). While all groups were highly dependent upon cars, rates 
of car dependence were lowest for Silent Generation householders across all four 
categories of car use (work/study27, grocery shopping, recreation and social activities). 
                                                          
27The percentages listed for B61 only relate to respondents who indicated they were employed or enrolled in 




Generation X householders, followed by Generation Y were the least likely to report 
having less than one car per adult household member (B54). More than 50 per cent of 
Silent Generation householders did not have a car, or shared a car between household 
members. Generation Y were the most frequent flyers of any generation and the Silent 
Generation the least. Despite this, only 20 per cent of Generation Y householders had 
taken more than two return flights over the 12 months preceding the survey (B42).  
 















B35: I would only travel by bus if I had no other 
choice (disagree) 
31.2 35.1 33.5 32.2 33.6 
B36: I buy food from a store I walk to 
(always/usually)e 
14.6 14.3 11.9 12.9 13.0e 
B42: Number of return flights taken over last 12 
months (2 flights or less)be 
78.9 79.6 80.6 90.5 83.6e 
B54: Number of cars per adult household 
member (<1)be 
32.6 23.8 36.2 51.0 37.0 
B55: My personal car use has decreased (yes)be 75.5 83.8 90.3 97.0 90.3de 
B61: Use public/active transport only to get to 
work/study (always/usually) 
22.7 25.4 19.9 30.3 25.2 
B62: Use public/active transport only for 
grocery shopping (always/usually)e 
15.9 11.0 13.0 17.5 13.8e 
B63: Use public/active transport only for 
recreation (always/usually)e 
41.0 33.9 39.8 46.2 40.0e 
B64: Use public/active transport only for social 
activities (always/usually)e 
14.1 19.4 15.7 21.2 18.8e 
Mean 36.3 36.3 37.9 44.3 39.5 





Discussion: The value-action gap of Generation Y 
Our survey identified clear generational differences in pro-environmental attitudes. 
Generation Y householders expressed high rates of climate change belief and concern and 
were significantly more concerned about environmental futures when compared to 
generations at the other end of the aging spectrum (Table 4.4). While Generation Y ranked 
slightly behind Generation X on pro-environmental values, our findings mirror numerous 
studies that have applauded young people in the Global North for their environmental 
awareness, concern and knowledge (Bentley et al. 2004; Carbon Trust 2012; Forum for the 
Future 2010; Fielding and Head 2012; Ojala 2012). Environmental values appear to 
intersect with place-specific cultural, historical and economic factors to shape generational 
geographies. The co-existence of environmental concern and pessimism amongst young 
adults also resonates with previous studies (Bentley et al. 2004; Ojala 2007, 2008). 
Pessimism about the ability of the self, and society, to ‘make a difference’ to environmental 
problems may diminish the potential for environmental concern to translate into action – 
and may instead foster a tendency towards despondency (O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole 
2009) (Table 4.5). While a degree of worry about the environment can be important in 
shaping young people’s environmental practices, a lack of hope can lead to disengagement 
(Ojala 2008, 2012).  Hope appeared to be particularly scarce amongst our young adult 
respondents. The extent to which generations can act on their apparent values may also be 
constrained by the specifics of place itself, as noted for instance in our discussion of the 
Illawarra as a historically carbon-intensive industrial region that also lacks the car-sharing 
opportunities popular among young people in Sydney. 
Results were not so clear-cut for material practices of domestic sustainabilities. On 
aggregate, across all practices Generation Y lagged behind other generations in their mean 
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levels of engagement with practices considered ‘pro-environmental’ (Table 4.6-4.10). 
Existing research on domestic sustainabilities has paid considerable attention to the 
difficulties that householders have in translating pro-environmental attitudes into 
environmentally beneficial practices: the oft cited value-action gap (Blake 1999; Hitchings 
et al. 2015a; Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002). The scales developed in this study allowed us 
to compare the mean frequency with which householders from different generations 
reported pro-environmental attitudes and practices, across generations (Table 4.4 
compared with Tables 4.6-4.10). Our data suggest that the value-action gap is becoming 
more pronounced with generational change (Figure 4.1). While Silent Generation 
householders reported pro-environmental attitudes and engagement with practices at an 
almost equivalent frequency; the gap between attitudes and practices grew larger with each 
subsequent generation, and peaked with Generation Y householders. This evidence of a 
broad and more sizeable value-action gap for Generation Y seems to confirm that 






   Figure 4.1: Value-action gap across household generations 
 
However, these interpretations become more complex when types of practices and the 
factors influencing them are teased out from the aggregate trends. For some practices, all 
generational cohorts were engaged at very similar rates – in other words, generational 
households undertook some domestic sustainabilities at similar levels irrespective of stated 
disposition towards environmental issues. Some pro-environmental practices were an 
outcome of shared cultural norms across the population. For example all generations 
reported giving regular thought to how to save energy within the home. Amidst escalating 
energy prices, this disposition has become ‘common sense’ to all but probably the most 
affluent in Australian society (B3). Likewise, all generations reported similar rates of 
donating old clothing to charity shops (B32). High rates of engagement were also recorded 
across generations for practices influenced by well-established government regulation – for 
instance around recycling (B26 & B27) (Lane et al. 2009; Waitt et al. 2012). Where levels of 
engagement with pro-environmental practices were less ubiquitous across all generations, 
they tended to reflect urban environmental and socio-cultural constraints within which the 
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whole population lives. For instance, all generations reported low levels of public or active 
transport use (B61, 62), reflecting the Illawarra’s low-density design and urban morphology 
unconducive to cycling and walking. Socio-cultural affordances of cars including comfort, 
safety, privacy and reduced commuting time also influence transport decisions (Waitt and 
Harada 2012). In some cases, generations shared concerns over cost and the environment 
in ways that informed similar resource conservation practices: turning off the tap when 
brushing teeth (B4), filling up the washing machine with clothing (B9), planting drought 
resistant plants (B47) or reusing scrap paper (B30). Such commonalities of practice are 
easily overlooked in media hyperbole about generational difference, and are not readily 
apparent from the broadest level of analysis of the value-action gap (Figure 4.1). 
Where more noticeable variations in practices contribute to the impression of a widening 
value-action gap across Generation Y-led households, it is important to tease out types of 
practices and the factors influencing them. For some practices, Generation Y seem 
especially behind: they appear careless or constrained in their everyday shopping decisions 
with products such as environmentally-friendly detergents (B18) and organic food (B20), 
and they shower (B7) and wash clothes (B10) more often. For a limited number of 
practices, Generation Y conversely leads the way: limiting use of pesticides in the garden 
(B50); the number of fridges (B52) and freezers owned and shared within the household 
(B41); and not using air-conditioning (B65). Where energy use had reduced in the previous 
12 months, Generation Y was the most likely to cite climate change as a factor contributing 
to their decision. These latter practices tangibly point to environmental concern translating 
into shifting everyday domestic practices. Across another set of practices, the majority of 
Generation Y households engaged positively, although at rates lower than for all other 
generations – thus contributing to the overall impression of a value-action gap via 
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calculation of mean scores, even though the majority of Generation Y in the sample ‘did 
the right thing’. Such practices included purchasing energy efficient appliances (B23); 
decreasing their energy (B17) and car use over the previous 12 months (B55); using their 
own bags when shopping (B28); and never using clothes dryers (B11). Rates of clothing 
repair were much lower for Generation Y than for others (B34), possibly reflecting inter-
generational differences in domestic science school curriculum. But even then, the majority 
of Generation Y did report repairing clothing rather than not.  
How ought we make sense of such complexities and apparent contradictions? The overall 
mean scores suggest a wider value-action gap for Generation Y and there appears to be 
mixed evidence of hedonistic or overly consumerist lifestyles shaping mundane material 
practices. Our findings certainly do not indicate the presence of a generation pioneering 
‘green consumerism’, in contrast to previous studies that have argued that young people are 
at the forefront of sustainable consumption trends as an alternative to ‘mainstream 
lifestyles’ (Fien et al. 2008: 51). Indeed, while Collins and Hitchings (2012) have argued that 
the importance of everyday consumption to young people could provide a context for 
more sustainable consumption choices, and Gabriel and Lang (2006 [1995]) advocated for 
sustainable consumption patterns that involve making a political statement, our Generation 
Y respondents neither acted especially frugally, nor appeared engaged with conspicuous 
acts of sustainability. This was apparent both at the scale of everyday purchases, such as 
environmentally friendly detergents and recycled toilet paper, and larger-scale purchases 
including energy efficient appliances and solar power. These findings position Generation 
Y householders as somewhat careless shoppers. While there are some important 
explanations for these trends, as discussed below, such findings nonetheless provide cause 
for concern.   
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The apparent ‘value-action gap’ across our sample appears a function of how bundles of 
mundane everyday material practices intersect via ‘zones of friction and traction’ (Head et 
al. 2013) with housing and labour markets, with lifecourse, and with cultural and historical 
specifics of the local area. Generation Y households are characterised by diverse family 
types (Berrington et al. 2009) including students, share households, new couple households 
(perhaps living with a partner for the first time) and young parents with new children. 
While few of our Generation Y householders were on low-incomes, theirs is a lifecourse 
stage in which many competing demands can nonetheless produce financial strains. The 
expenses of setting up ‘home’ for the first time and (in some instances) caring for young 
children, exist parallel to new mortgages or high rental payments.  
Generation Y were also the most likely to live in apartments. Reflecting previous research 
on the environmental benefits and constraints of apartment living (Blundell 2010; Dodson 
2011; Moriarty 2002; Nelson 2013) it is no surprise that they reported much lower rates of 
a range of practices – such as food growing, composting or avoiding clothes dryer use. 
Recent research in Australia suggests that Generation Y are the least likely to own their 
own home (Daley et al. 2014) and rental tenants face important barriers to the installation 
of sustainable technologies – for instance they lack direct control over installing water 
tanks or solar technology (Instone et al. 2013).  Even those Generation Y householders 
who are apartment owners face complexities in the governance of daily life via strata 
boards, and substantive procurement and technical hurdles (McGuirk and Dowling 2011). 
The aforementioned limitations of Generation Y households further intersect with the 
transience of many young adult households, particularly shared households (McNamara 
and Connell 2007). Such transience inhibits investment in longer-term practices and 
technologies, such as growing fruit and vegetables, kitchen and garden composting or 
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installing solar panels and water tanks. That Generation Y households performed poorly 
on certain domestic sustainability practices is likely a simple function of their different 
engagements with the housing market.  
Other bundles of practices reflected generation-specific anxieties over personal cleanliness. 
Generation Y shower more often and for longer, and wash their clothes more frequently 
than other generations – confirming previous research on sweat, clothing and affective 
relations of sustainability (Gram-Hanssen 2007; Shove 2003; Waitt 2014; Waitt and Stanes 
2015). Expectations of personal cleanliness have shifted across generations (Gram-Hanssen 
2007). While our Generation Y householders reported waiting until they had a full load to 
wash, their washing machines appeared to be ‘filling up’ faster than those of older 
generations. This may reflect their stage in lifecourse (more frequent washing may be 
required when young children are in the home); but also shifting expectations of how 
regularly items of clothing need to be washed to be perceived as hygienic (Carlsson-
Kanyama et al. 2005; Gram-Hanssen 2007). Generation Y’s showering practices may reflect 
notions of showering as an indulgent activity (Gram-Hanssen 2007), or a heightened sense 
of needing to rid the body of sweat and other odours, projecting norms of an ideal ‘clean’ 
body to their peers (Waitt and Stanes 2015). Bodily concerns may also reflect living 
arrangements in this stage of lifecourse: for instance people may feel more compelled to 
flush toilets compulsively or shower more frequently if they live in a share house, or have a 
comparatively new partner. Ingrained body-centred norms are often deemed a ‘taboo’ and 
thus difficult to shift through environmental awareness-raising campaigns (Gram-Hanssen 
2007; Jack 2013a; Waitt 2014).  
Observed inter-generational differences in mundane material practices reflect the challenge 
of juggling domestic sustainabilities alongside competing priorities in everyday life. 
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Complex trade-offs shape the calculus of household and urban sustainability (Gibson et al. 
2013; Klocker et al. 2012). While young adult householders expressed high levels of 
commitment to tackling environmental issues, there are still moments where 
responsibilities and values of environmental citizenship intersect with situational pressures 
(like personal ideas of cleanliness and hygiene) and commitments to family, safety and 
community belonging (Autio and Heinonen 2004; Collins and Hitchings 2012; Gram-
Hanssen 2007; Hitchings et al. 2015a; Shove 2003).  
 
Conclusion 
The time period that a generation grows up in shapes thinking and action across a 
lifecourse (Büttner and Grübler 1995; Wyn and Woodman 2011). With the household 
remaining a key site for the promotion of sustainability there is still a great deal to 
understand about how different generational cohorts interact with everyday domestic 
sustainabilities. By focusing on the everyday attitudes and practices of Generation Y 
householders, this paper has responded to recent calls to ‘bring young people into 
investigations of routine consumption in the home’ (Collins and Hitchings 2012: 197). 
Generation Y householders are at a key point of transition – establishing their own 
households and (in some cases) purchasing their own homes for the first time. The 
household-formation stage is a ‘critical’ time period in relation to environmental practices 
(Büttner and Grübler 1995), not least because it is often the first time that many young 
people are exposed to the workload of domestic sustainabilities. Practices that reduce or 
increase environmental burden can potentially be incorporated as part of the fabric of 
everyday life in this phase (Collins and Hitchings 2012; Ojala 2008). Young people acquire 
‘stuff’ and organise their lives in a specific ‘social and spatial-temporal context’, but the 
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decisions made ‘early in the biography of a particular age cohort or generation’ may 
become locked-in (Büttner and Grübler 1995: 119). Our results suggest that there are 
important inter-generational differences in attitudes and in certain bundles of practices, 
even after controlling for gender and household income. A growing value-action gap was 
evident across generations, from oldest to youngest (Blake 1999; Kollmuss and Agyman 
2002; Lorenzoni et al. 2007). On the surface of things, we can anticipate that household 
resource consumption in the Global North will increase over time (Carlsson-Kanyama et 
al. 2005; Menz and Welsch 2012). 
Nevertheless, calculation of mean scores for everyday practices across generations belies 
the complexity of intersecting factors and processes, generalising how different modes of 
living and accompanying material entanglements produce detrimental environmental 
outcomes (especially housing tenure and urban environmental context – such as available 
public transport, urban morphology) (Head et al. 2013). The likelihood of Generation Y 
householders enacting sustainable practices is a function of the particular practices at hand, 
and the ways in which they intersect with housing tenure, labour markets and the specific 
cultural norms that pertain to living arrangements among Generation Y. In our sample, all 
generations engaged with certain pro-environmental practices with similar frequencies, 
when influenced by cultural norms, state regulation and constraints of the urban 
environment. For other bundles of practices, there were clear differences, with Generation 
Y households either leading the way or on average the least engaged. Patterns of 
disengagement with certain practices (water tanks, solar, composting, growing food) align 
closely with acknowledged constraints in the housing sector, associated with high rates of 
apartment dwelling, renting, and household transience (Berrington 2009; McKee 2012). 
Expensive and/or time-intensive practices can be difficult to contemplate when 
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households lack permanence of tenure, as is the case for renters. Rushing to conclude that 
a growing value-action gap reflects Generation Y’s supposed hyper-consumerism ignores 
how everyday material practices intersect with housing and labour markets, specifics of 
spatial location and living arrangements that shift with lifecourse transition. Trade-offs in 
consumption are driven by generational-specific lifecourse transitions such as  new 
parenthood or sharehouse living, and anxieties that perennially accompany youth, especially 
personal cleanliness. On balance, where Generation Y are able to influence things in line 
with a stronger degree of environmental concern – for example domestic electricity use 
through refusing to turn on air-conditioning or turning off lights, reusing scrap paper or 
minimising pesticide use – they evidently will do it. Where practices are expensive, are 
constrained by the urban environment, housing stock and tenure, invite contemplation of 
permanence, or transgress boundaries of personal self and comfort, they evidently will not. 
Our findings illuminate the shortcomings of a one-size-fits-all approach to household 
sustainability (Head et al. 2013). In Australia, subsidies to support the uptake of sustainable 
household technologies (such as solar power and rainwater tanks) have been targeted at 
established owner-occupiers of detached houses, to the exclusion of younger generations 
of transient apartment-dwellers and renters. Our findings also point toward an important 
gap in government efforts to promote household sustainability. Sustainability initiatives 
may achieve more success if they acknowledge the diverse priorities and living 
arrangements of younger households, and their intersections with structural constraints and 
generation-specific concerns. Rather than lamenting the disappearance of ‘old-fashioned’ 
values, future research might also consider how thrift and frugality is being practised in 
‘modern’ and innovative ways – particularly through the transformation of habits and 
practices learnt from generations before them. Young people may also be practising 
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‘alternative ethic[s] of care’ (Vivoni 2013: 340) that are poorly accounted for by existing 
survey measures and broader social science methodologies. Generation Y has its own 
quirks, a function of the socio-technical arrangements in which they have grown up. 
Nevertheless, they share in common with all the generations preceding them the thrills and 
challenges of leaving home and becoming independent, a process in life’s journey when 



















This interlude serves as a prelude to Part Two of the thesis. Here I (re)introduce clothes as 
a second empirical focus, providing a meta-synthesis of why clothes matter geographically. 
In so doing, this chapter – positioned at the start of Part Two – shifts the thesis into a 
different register. The reader will hereafter encounter additional conceptual influences, data 
sources and discussions – even though the context remains the same as in Part One (being 
questions of young adulthood, consumption, and the material geographies of everyday 
sustainability). From this point onwards, Part Two unfurls with a focus on clothes and their 
everyday geographies. Through discrete chapters, I trace the unruly associations clothes 
catalyse among objects, people, spaces and materials. It sheds light on the materials and 
practices of clothes use in and amongst the rhythms and intimacies of young adults’ 
everyday lives. I ask: how does everyday clothes use work on and through various 
assemblages? How do dominant understandings of clothes use obscure diverse encounters 
that young adult wearers have with them?   
Prior analyses of the geographies of clothes have usually approached the subject via 
different types of collectives or assemblages: clothes as commodities (Gereffi 1999; 
Hartwick 1998, 2000; Scott 2006; Dunford 2006), in production or manufacture (Tokatli 
2004, 2008; Brooks 2013; Rantisi 2014), and via the labour or skills of makers (Twigger 
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Holroyd 2016, 2017; Gibson 2014). Clothes are also understood through moral and ethical 
dilemmas (Popke 2006; Hughes 2005; Hughes et al. 2008; Bryant and Goodman 2004; 
Barnett et al. 2010), in issues of environmental sustainability (Cline 2013; Siegle 2011; 
Gibson and Stanes 2011; Fletcher 2008, 2012), via worn identities (including the troubling 
of social categories such as gender, class, and ethnicity) (Colls 2004, 2006; Longhurst 2005), 
through particular practices of use (such as laundering) (Gill et al. 2016; Jack 2013a; Shove 
2003) and more recently, as waste (Binotto and Payne 2017, Chapter 9). And while 
geographers have long been interested in clothes and fashion, the separation of various 
spaces, people, knowledges and objects into linear narratives that align with sub-
disciplinary debates has defied efforts to synthesise and describe clothing’s geographies. 
The bulk of the spaces, people and materials that are involved in the makeup of clothing 
remain, largely, invisible (Crewe 2017). The complex texture of clothing is a thick 
meshwork of materials, spatialities, activity, labour and skill. A major challenge for 
contemporary geographies of clothes and fashion is thus to work across the linearity of 
processes and networks that tend to mark the field – paving the way for more fluid 
representation of where garments begin, how and where they are consumed, and where 
they end.  
As outlined in Chapter 1, the intellectual driver of this thesis comes from the need to 
engage more critically with normative assumptions about clothes consumption within 
broader debates about production, marketing, retailing, waste, and of the politics of 
consumption – which in this case, is among young adults. Thinking about clothes and 
clothes use as discrete entities forces ‘processes, outcomes and responses…into distinct 
boxes’ (McGuirk 1997: 482). My writing in this thesis seeks to highlight the more 
‘networked, fluid, turbulent… relations which exist in the world, weaving together all 
manner of things’ (Forsyth et al. 2013: 1017; Cresswell and Martin 2012; Merriman 2012). I 
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contend that our relationships with clothes are at once connected by the broader 
macrogeographies of clothing and the intimacies of everyday use – with implications for 
resource use and sustainability concerns. This interlude intersects with the conceptual 
toolkit introduced in Chapter 1 – identifying the diverse associations and potentialities in 
the assemblage of clothes. Here, I unlock the geographical relevance of clothes as material 
components, as a networked commodity, and in materialisation of consumption and 
everyday wear.  
An ambition of this thesis is to think about clothing in ways that recognise its ‘properties 
and possibilities’ (Gregson et al 2010: 1067). This breaks with thinking about clothes 
through singular frameworks, such as commodity or value networks, symbolism or in 
particular types of practice. As the chapters that follow suggest, I work with clothing in 
ways that ‘acknowledge its properties and capacities, the co-present entanglement of 
human and material, and the way in which entanglements, properties, and capacities come 
together in practices and events’ (Gregson et al. 2010: 1067). 
 
The geographies of clothes: a rationale for research 
In choosing contemporary young adulthood as the ‘site’ for research, I have deliberately 
sought to highlight a one aspect of consumption, whose significance may, at first, be easy 
to assume. As explored across Chapters 3 and 4, over the past decade there has been a 
gathering of evidence to suggest that young people are becoming increasingly excessive and 
wasteful consumers (Autio 2005; Hamilton et. al. 2005; Griffin et al. 2005). In part, this 
discourse has come from summative surveys around income and spending. For instance, 
an Australia Institute study into wasteful consumption revealed that young consumers 
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spend at least $100 per year on clothing they do not wear (Hamilton et al. 2005). The 
Australian Centre for Retail Studies later publicised that ‘Gen Y [are] cashed up and willing 
to spend given they have been earning income and live longer at home’ (Daniels 2007: 3). 
And yet almost simultaneously, global corporations and brands keen to tap into the 
‘millennial mindset’ strategize to ‘convince, coax, distract, datamine or otherwise compel 
young people to give companies their money’ McKinnon 2017: n.p.)28. From Reebok to 
Unilever, contemporary young adults are increasingly the focus of predatory marketing and 
branding tactics that promote consumption by also creating branding that aligns with 
cultural practices and socialisation (Grant and Stephen 2005).  
As explored in Chapters 3 and 4, the sweeping generalisations aimed towards 
contemporary young adults belie their social, cultural, politic and economic diversity 
(Hopkins and Pains 2007). To date, the geographies of young adulthood have been 
downplayed and under-theorised in the social sciences. Recovering them from social and 
academic neglect is one reason why it matters to pay attention to the everyday decisions 
and choices of young adults. While the realities of young adults are more diverse than 
broad stereotypes allow, as future leaders and consumers, there are important social and 
environmental reasons to look beyond the aggregate, to understand how young adults use 
clothes.  
                                                          
28 It is well beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss intricacies of meaning and value of brands and branding 
in geographies of youth and young adult consumption. By raising this point here, I do not wish to assert that 
brands have total ‘control’ over consumers. Rather, following recent work from Arvidsson (2006), Power and 
Hauge (2008) and Pike (2009a, b, 2013, 2015), I agree that to be solely critical of brands neglects their 
influence and cultural purpose. It also neglects the agency of consumers. Rather, I suggest that for marketing 
purposes, brands use a range of tactics and strategies that are directly targeted to influence consumption 
amongst contemporary young adults. In November 2017, for instance, the Australian leg of the globally run 
Millennials 20/20 conference was held in Sydney. Millennials 20/20 was two-day workshop which bought 
together of hundreds of brand representatives, marketing executives, CEOs, start-up founders, digital 
salespeople, youth publishers and app developers to discuss, swap success stories, share tips about the young 
adult consumers that brands and branding profess to know. With the sharing of data, the aim of this 
conference was to better understand and target the consumptive practices of the millennial (or Generation Y, 




Infusing furtive critiques of unbridled consumption among young adults are observations 
of the environmental implications of clothes use. While the consumption of clothing has 
grown incrementally since the 1920s – it is only since the early 1990s that the 
environmental impacts of both clothing production and consumption have been 
documented. In the UK, the annual carbon footprint of clothing is estimated to be 26.2 
million tonnes CO2e (WRAP 2017). The highest contributor to the carbon footprint of 
clothing is the production of fibre through polymer extrusion or agriculture, regardless of 
the textile produced (WRAP 2017). A plastic derivative, polyester now makes up over two-
thirds of all textiles produced annually (FAO/ICAC 2013). Adding to this is recent 
research that has uncovered polyester’s far more sinister nature, beyond its mere plasticity – 
as micro-plastics leach from garments during laundering (Browne et al. 2011, Chapter 9). 
Further, Fletcher (2016, citing AFIRM 2007 and Kant 2012, respectively) recently drew on 
statistics which cited that roughly 25 per cent of chemicals produced worldwide are used in 
textile production and 20 per cent of global industrial water pollution is derived from 
textile dying. Globally, an estimated 60 billion kilograms of textiles and footwear are 
burned or put into landfill each year (Siegle 2017). But not all waste occurs at the end of 
the life of a garment – it also occurs in the processes and production phase. In 2016, 
annual clothing ‘supply chain waste’ in the UK – being the material offcuts cast aside 
during the production of clothes – was estimated to be 800,000 tonnes (WRAP 2017). 
As an industry, clothing operates on a cycle of invention, consumption and discard 
(Fletcher 2016). The dynamics of the fashion sector, its business models and manufacturing 
approaches are constantly reshaped by the tenets of growth, globalisation and ‘more and 
more, cheaper’ (Fletcher 2016). Over the past decade in Europe, clothing prices fell 26.2 
per cent. In the US, they fell by 17.1 per cent (Anson 2010). The stark rise in cheap 
clothing has also changed the nature of consumption. Research from the UK has shown 
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that, on average, clothing is worn for between 2.2 and 3.3 years before it is discarded or 
passed on (WRAP 2012, 2017). Within that time, clothing it is thought to be on the body 
for 44 days, with an average between 2.4 and 3.1 days between washing (Uitdenbogerd, et 
al. 1998). During the lifecycle of a garment’s use, laundering constitutes as much as 82 per 
cent of total energy use within the clothing lifecycle (Fletcher 2008). Figures from both 
Australia and the US indicate that over 85 per cent of households use top load washing 
machines, a process that usually requires 151 litres of water (Gibson et al. 2013). And as 
Chapter 4 revealed, cultural shifts around dirt and cleanliness suggest that these washing 
machines appear to be ‘filling up’ faster for contemporary young adults than generations 
before them.  
Understanding the overarching patterns of young adult clothing consumption alongside the 
environmental implication of clothes, provided this thesis with its overall political-ethical 
imperative. But what of the clothes in all of this? Even though clothes and young 
adulthood are at the centre of this thesis – it seems strangely mute and submissive to only 
think about their object-ness: their acquisition, appropriation and appreciation (and 
divestment) (Gregson 2007; Warde 2005). Positioning young adults within conversations of 
clothes consumption simply repositions the same problem – a bordering of the anterior 
surface categories of clothes, and static understandings of why clothes are problematic. 
Thinking about clothes simply via their environmental impacts, exchange value or social 
significance denies the complexity of networks, processes, activities and responses of which 
they are a part. What if, as Gay Hawkins (2009a: 43) suggests, we ‘understood subjects and 
objects not as fixed oppositions but products of their relating, as co-constituted with 
multiple social and material reverberations?’. The question of young adults’ clothing 
consumption, then, is not simply a question about environmentalism – nor environmental 
impacts. It is also about relations of care for people and the stewardship of things 
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(Chapters 7 and 8), of order and disorder (Chapter 7), of malignant toxicities and lingering 
molecules (Chapter 9). In short, clothing unleashes an assortment of recalcitrant, unruly 
associations between materials, objects, bodies, spaces and norms. To draw together such 
associations and relations that sit well beyond the object – with the intimate, everyday 
encounters that young adults have with clothes – I looked for inspiration elsewhere. In 
search of a visual and textual device to introduce, and thus begin to unlock, clothing’s 
entangled geographies, I found clothing labels and tags29.  
 
Collecting clothing labels and tags: A photographic vignette 
Alongside the more formal statistical methods (Chapter 4) and ethnographic endeavours 
(Chapters 6 to 9) that have provided the threads to weave together this thesis, I maintained 
an archive of clothing labels and tags over the duration of this project, both from clothes I 
have purchased and from photographs of clothing labels that I have taken in store30. Other 
people’s clothing labels and tags were gifted to me once it became more widely known that 
I was interested in collecting them. Here, I introduce the geographies of clothing as a core 
concern of the thesis, not via a traditional literature review, but instead using clothing labels 
and tags as extant prompts to corral themes. Via clothing labels and tags I review literature 
                                                          
29 Clothing labels and clothing tags are two separate, albeit overlapping, markers on clothes. Clothing labels, 
for example, describe the swing tags that are pinned to clothing. Clothing tags contain information including 
branding, price and size. Increasingly – as this chapter shows, they also contain information about care 
practices, material origins of the fabric or various accreditation bodied that the brand has signed to. Clothing 
tags, on the other hand, are sewn onto the garment itself. Clothing tags contain information including the 
material make-up of the garment, size and Country or Origin. Both clothing labels and tags are featured in 
this chapter.  
30 Given that the many labels and tags are based on clothes that I have purchased for myself – there is a 
certain degree of high street popularity. Equally, there are clothes from small design houses that I have 
invested in for their craft and quality. From over one hundred clothing labels collected, I have chosen 
particular ones to show here. Labels were selected for a range of reasons – some rational, some instinctive. 
Some labels seemed to encapsulate my conceptual concerns (Chapter 1). Others spoke clearly to some of 
specific geographies embedded in the biographies of garments as commodities. Others were chosen because 
they have some kind of aesthetic resonance. 
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concerning: the political economy of clothing and manufacture; clothing’s material origins; 
geographies of branding and authenticity; environmental sustainability; locally made and 
slow clothing; care labels, and the sensory experiences of clothes. It is less a complete 
‘inventory’ of the geographies of clothing, but rather a chapter that is perhaps best 
understood as a heuristic framework for unpacking the interconnectedness and complexity 
of the geographies of clothing.  
The descriptions provided in this chapter are based on over one hundred collected clothing 
labels and tags31. I went looking for clothing labels and tags to find out how they might 
inform consumer decision-making, particularly with sustainability concerns in mind. 
Almost all clothing sold today has some attached information in the way of labels or tags 
(Laitala and Klepp 2013). Allied with the branding that surrounds clothing, clothing tags 
and labels are important carriers of information between manufacture and consumption. 
Labels and tags on clothes suggest the ‘commodity biographies’ of clothes (Cook 2004, 
Cook et al. 2006; Cook and Harrison 2007). They are a visual-material nexus that connect 
the (opaque) macro-geographies of the clothing industry with the everyday micro-
geographies of haptic, embodied use and wear (Moor 2007). They are the tools by which 
value is socially and materially constructed, and like record covers (Connell and Gibson 
2008) and explanatory labels in museums and art galleries (Edwards 2001; Serrell 1996), act 
as interpretative frames which colour acts of consumption. 
                                                          
31 The social sciences and humanities have a deep tradition of employing visual culture in research practice 
(Rose 2012). While the ethnography that drives this thesis was detailed in Chapter 2, the inclusion of found 
objects in this analysis responds to calls by Latham (2003: 2000) and others (see Thrift 2000; Rose 2012) to 
‘imbue traditional research methodologies with a sense of the creative, the practical, and being with practice-
ness’. The approach used here confronts disconnections between geographical research and its 
representation, as identified by Crewe (2017). The images produced here are illustrative. This chapter does 
not try to define clothes by the information provided on labels. Rather, it encourages a sense of unfolding to 
the ‘material and sensory richness’ (Rose 2012: 298) of clothes, as evoked in their labels.    
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At their most basic level, clothing labels and tags generally carry information about the 
fibre type and care instructions. They might also include information on country of origin, 
price, size, accreditations (such as fair trade or organic), information on manufacture or 
brand, health and safety warnings or technical performance. As I searched, photographed 
and collected clothing labels and tags, more questions about the geographies of clothes and 
clothing labels began to swirl: What information is (and is not) included on clothing tags? 
What do tags they tell us about garments’ production, manufacture and provenance? How 
do they help us understand the object, and how to use it? How do they inform or obscure 
attempts to be an ethical, environmental or socially aware consumer?  
In this interlude – connecting the two substantive parts of the thesis – I present a series of 
photographic vignettes of clothing labels as an aid to narrate (and dismantle) the singular 
analytical narratives typically adopted to explain the geographies of clothes. Entangled in 
clothes – and present on clothing labels and tags – are the inheritances of global 
trademarks, labour, provenance (or more complicated origins, see Chapter 9), materials, 
authenticity and credibility, clues that unveil sustainability implications of clothing, 
instructions for care, and relations of embodiment, sensuousness and identity. While 
clothing labels and tags shed light on some of the hidden geographies of clothes that thus 
far, continue to evade scholarship – much remains buried behind the label. Even as I edit 
this interlude – on a rainy spring Sunday in Wollongong – news has surfaced of employees 
of a former Turkish outsource manufacturer for global chain Zara entering Zara stores and 
attaching messages to clothes labels that say: ‘I made this item you are going to buy, but I 
didn't get paid for it’ (Girit 2017)32. Like others who have traced the passages of clothing 
(Brooks 2013, 2015a, b; Norris 2010), clothing labels and tags offer important but limited 
                                                          
32 Girit (2017) later revealed that the tags were left by former employees of a Turkish outsource manufacturer 
that went bankrupt overnight in July 2016. Some 153 employees worked for the manufacturer.  
145 
 
insights into the geographical associations (and dissociations) of clothes. Clothing tags and 
labels thus highlight why clothes matter, not just geographically, but also environmentally, 
socially, haptically. 
 
The political economy of clothing production and manufacture 
Clothes labelling is an obligatory legal requirement internationally (Pike 2015; Crewe 2017).  
‘Made in…’ labels, like those pictured in Figures 5.1-5.633, have been used for decades as a 
method for identifying the geographical origins of clothes (Morello 1984). Since the 1970s, 
internationalisation and reconfiguration of the spatial division of labour, alongside 
emergent geographical patterns of industrial economic activity in low-cost labour locations, 
have complicated Country/(ies) of Origin labelling (Pike 2013). Whether discerning 
commodity relations via Global Value Chains (Gereffi 1994; Gereffi et al. 2005; Neilson 
and Pritchard 2011), Global Production Networks (Coe et al. 2004, 2008; Henderson et al. 
2002; Brooks 2013), or via circuits of commodity culture (Hudson and Hudson 2003; Cook 
et al. 2007), the production and manufacture of clothing are more likely to be entangled in 
multiple origins, rather than a singularised commodity story (Pike 2013; Callon et al. 2002; 
Kopytoff 1986)34 
                                                          
33  Images were created by the author, unless otherwise specified. Where multiple images appear on a page 
they are numbered left to right, top to bottom. 
34 I acknowledge the geographical richness of different frameworks of commodity chain analysis. My aim in 
this chapter is to not add a complete inventory of clothes commodity research, but rather to use a particular 
kind of thing (being clothing tags) as a means of addressing the literature. Bound by the constrains of the 


















Figure 5.1: Dress, Made in China; Figure 5.2: Blouse, Made in Turkey; Figure 5.3: Skirt, Made in India;      




Indeed, the bearing of ‘Made In’ labels ‘continues to cloud the ambiguous tags on products 
with multi-country affiliation’ (Phau and Prendergast 1999: 72). Abrams and Astill’s (2001) 
widely circulated article in The Guardian details a complex narrative of ‘the story behind a 
pair of jeans’ that exemplifies clothing’s various geographies. From a £19.95 pair of jeans 
purchased from a nondescript British high street store, with no singular indication of 
geographical origin, Abrams and Astill (2001) traced its various material and labour 
components: raw cotton produced in Benin, West Africa; denim production in Milan – 
which was dyed with indigo from Frankfurt and stonewashed with pumice from an inactive 
volcano in Turkey. The orange, white and black threads which held the jeans together were 
produced in Ireland, Turkey and Hungary and combined with polyester from Japan to give 
it strength. Thread was dyed in Spain and wound on spools in Tunis. The brass from which 
zips were produced originated from Australia or Namibia. The brass wire was made in 
Japan. The polyester tape for the zip was produced in France by a Japanese company. Even 
this, it turned out, was a partial story of production hidden on clothing tags35.  
Representative of the difficulties in tracing global clothing and textile commodities, loose 
elucidations of Rules of Origin (ROO) have shifted geographical connections of 
provenance, production and manufacture (Jones and Martin 2011; Crewe 2017). 
Historically, brands have powerfully directed where and how clothes are designed, 
produced, manufactured, circulated and exchanged (Moor 2007; Pike 2009b, 2015; Crewe 
2017; Warren and Gibson 2017), leading to many ‘production’ locations becoming 
ensnared in deeply uneven social, economic and moral geographies (Cook 2004, Cook et al. 
2007). And while uneven geographies of garment production and manufacture persist, 
increasing competencies of suppliers in countries such as Morocco, India, Bangladesh and 
                                                          
35 See Crewe (2017) and Abrams and Astill (2001) for a more complete description of the journey of a pair of 
jeans, including trade routes, health issues and labour injustices. 
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Turkey have actively shifted and shaped global strategies of production and manufacture 
for ‘fast fashion’ and luxury labels alike (Tokatli 2008; Crewe 2017) (see Figure 5.1-5.6). 
‘Made in...’ labels are now, according to Crewe (2017: 41), representative of a mechanism 
through which producers and manufacturers are able to ‘creatively interpret the World 
Trade Organisation’s ROO in order to sidestep imposed regional and global quotas. Some 
manufacturers and brands have actively used ‘space and global complexity to create a 
fashion system that is sufficiently intricate as to make the application of ROO extremely 
difficult’ (Crewe 2017: 41). In other words, producers, manufacturers and brands can 
manipulate country of origin to create value or influence consumer agency (Pike 2013). In 
practice, this means that garments that have been ‘finished, labelled and/or packaged’ in a 
particular location (such as the location of the brand) can be labelled as ‘Made in USA’ or 
‘Made in England’ (Jones and Martin 2011; Crewe 2017: 41). 
Meanwhile, clothing labels shroud layers of subcontracting and use of intermediaries, 
shaping geographic pathways of materials, garments and workers. An infamous case 
illustrating this involved Australian surfwear manufacturer, Rip Curl. Their labels pointed 
to China as the major production location. It later transpired that some of the clothes sold 
with a ‘Made in China’ logo had been fabricated in North Korean factories subcontracted 
by the Chinese manufacturer (Gibson and Warren 2017) (Figure 5.7). Korean garment 
workers were in effect indentured, ‘forced to work long hours with minimal or sometimes 
no pay…Workers who do not obey orders are imprisoned in work camps’ (McKenzie and 
Baker 2016: n.p.). After such practices were exposed in Australia’s mainstream media, Rip 
Curl claimed ‘This was a case of a supplier diverting part of their production order to an 
unauthorised subcontractor, with the production done from an unauthorised factory, in an 
unauthorised country, without our knowledge or consent’ (quoted in McKenzie and Baker 
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Figure 5.7: The label of a Rip Curl surf rashvest, hiding its 
true geographical origins (Source: Chris Gibson). 
2016: n.p.). As Gibson and Warren (2017: 7) put it, so much had the material basis of 
production been distanced via subcontracting, that ‘the parent company itself no longer 
knew exactly who made its products, or where’. 
 
 
Enrolled in a highly complex and geographically expansive global system (Dicken 2011), 
clothes are also highly mobile. Centralised manufacturing firms in locations such as China, 
Turkey, India and Bangladesh are now deeply embedded within a multi-national retailing 
system (see Figure 5.8-5.10). In a highly-competitive and a highly responsive market, 
manufacturers and brands must create ‘legitimacy and value while also ensuring 
transferability across time and space’ (Warren and Gibson 2017: 179; Dunford 2006). The 
number of languages pictured in Figures 5.8-5.10 are illustrative of the global reach of such 
retail networks.  
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Figure 5.8: Nike t-shirt, Made in China. The 
geographical distribution of clothes. 
Figure 5.10: Zara blouse, Made in China. The geographical distribution of clothes. 
 
         
 
      
 
 
Figure 5.9: Carhartt jacket, Made in China. 
The geographical distribution of clothes 





The production and manufacture of clothing requires a lengthy number of processes. 
Materials must be grown, reared or harvested. Fibres must be cleaned, tanned, woven and 
spun to provide a strong and continuous thread. To produce diverse colour and textural 
palettes textiles are dyed and printed. These steps alone require a huge input of resources, 
including water, energy, fertiliser and pesticides (Fletcher 2008). Long chains of fabrication, 
across fibre production, spinning, weaving, dyeing, finishing, sewing, marketing and design, 
complicate the biological (and chemical) origins (Latalia and Klepp 2013). The same 
difficulties that surround ROO (as discussed in above) also conceal the material 
components of clothes (Figure 5.11-5.16). Unlike regulations in food labelling – which in 
most jurisdictions require that all food ingredients are printed on labels – clothes labels 
only require classification for the fibrous part of the garment (Latalia and Klepp 2013). 
Additions such as chemical additives that are a part of dyes and plasticisers are not required 
to be labelled (Figure 5.11-5.16). The labelling on clothes can thus easily become abstruse, 
inaccurate or unreliable (Latalia and Klepp 2013).  
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Figure 5.11: Dress, Bamboo and Cotton blend Figure 5.12: Dress, 70% Silk, 30% Viscose; Figure 5.13: Dress, 100% 
Viscose; Figure 5.14: Raincoat, 100% Polyester; Figure 5.15: Jumper, 60% Cotton, 40% Acrylic; Figure 5.16: Singlet, 




At the same time, the material origins of clothes labels may not carry much meaning. Few 
wearers realise that polyester is a derivative of plastic (Figure 5.14 and 5.16, see also 
Chapter 9). Branded names like China Silk and Polar Fleece eschew their synthetic origins 
(Fletcher 2016). Similarly, TencelTM (see Figure 5.17), reveals nothing of its cellulose origins 
nor its making via sophisticated nanotechnology processes. While the raw origins of fabrics 
such as cotton or wool are familiar to most – the separation of production from finished 
clothing products masks a number of social (Ramamurthy 2004, 2011), environmental 
(Fletcher 2008, 2012, see Figure 5.18), or ethical and moral dilemmas (Gardetti 2017; 
Figure 5.19). While viscose (Figure 5.18) is generally recognised as a preferable 
environmental choice when compared to polyester, the label itself shares little of its 
material becomings – which, like Tencel™ is produced via complicated transformation 
from bamboo pulp to fibre, via a detailed and technically complex nanotechnology process.  
Figure 5.17: TencelTM, a fibre made from woodpulp, which is converted to fibre via a 
detailed and technologically complex nanotechnology process. 
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Clothing labels speak to a two-fold relationship between the matter and materiality of a 
garment, and its symbolic value. To borrow from Kate Fletcher (2016: 144), for consumers 
‘materials shape things, but they don’t shape everything’. While some consumers are 
absent-minded about materials, for others they contain power, and influence associated 
practices of wear (Chapter 6, Fletcher 2016). As I describe in Chapters 6 and 9, materials 
(being, in this case – the physical material makeup of an item of clothing) are connected to 
a range of pervasive and intimate relations. Such relations can be pleasurable and 
comforting, whereas others dealings can encompass disgust or discomfort (Chapters 6 and 
9). 
 
Geographies of branding and authenticity 
The political economy of clothing, as outlined above, is not just about production and 
consumption of commodities. It is one also shaped by the geographical associations of 
brands and branding. Increasingly, geographers have become interested in geographical 
associations and (uneven) spatial circuits of the brands and branding of clothing (Pike 
2009a, b, 2013, 2015; Warren and Gibson 2017; Power and Hauge 2008; Tokalti 2014; 
Crewe 2017; Moor 2007; Arvidsson 2006; Jackson et al. 2011). A similar theme that runs 
through such scholarship is an acknowledgement that the value creation of brands occurs 
‘beyond the point of production’ (Willmott 2010: 518) to establish authenticity, quality, 
reliability, and elicit embodied responses (Crewe 2003; Pike 2015). In the case of iconic 
Australian hat maker Akubra (Figure 5.20), for instance, the value and meaning of its object 
lies in the personification of the brand. The Akubra brand speaks to an accumulated 
national history that is both ‘social and spatial’, and central to their branding (Pike 2009b: 
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620). Akubra evokes colonial rurality and masculinity: an ‘authentic’ rugged hat made for 
Australian conditions (cf. Gibson 2016a), and not without some apparent irony given that 
they are assembled from rabbit pelts (rabbits, in Australia, being a notorious introduced 




Figure 5.20: Akubra, authentically Australian. 
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The geographical imaginaries of clothes are also appropriated in and through ‘the cultural 
meanings of places and spaces… deployed in order to “re-enchant”… commodities and to 
differentiate them from the devalued functionality and homogeneity of standardised 
products and places’ (Cook and Crang 1996: 132; Jackson 2002). Thus, as seen in the 
Battenwear label in Figure 5.21, clothes are marketed via their origin narratives and place 
connections (Pike 2015; Crewe 2017; Warren and Gibson 2017; Tokatli 2014). In this case, 
rather than the brand linking to an identifiable place (Arvidsson 2006), as seen with 
Akubra, the Battenwear brand transports the wearer to a location via identity – the 
adventurer. The identities of the wearer are part of a cultural and spatial reimagining, 
entangled with gendered and classed norms (Gibson 2016a; Brandth 1995; Stanley 2012).   
 





Over the past twenty years anti-sweatshop and pro-environmental movements have 
simultaneously mobilised across the Global North36. Some clothing brands have 
collaborated with firms, NGOs and governments to experiment with new or novel forms 
of regulation, governance and management (Balsiger 2014). Clothing brands, accreditation 
firms and advocates have come together to develop strategies, certifications (Figure 5.22-
5.24), monitoring systems – or to launch ethical/environmentally sustainable clothing lines 
(Figure 5.25)37. Increasingly, the marketing of clothing has been used to illuminate 
particular social and environmental movements (Balsiger 2014; Hughes 2005; Barnett et al. 
2010). Niche markets have developed around ethical, local, slow, transparent and 
sustainable clothing (Figure 5.18, above 5.22-5.26). 
                                                          
36 I do not wish to imply that the anti-sweatshop movement and or advocates for environmental sustainability 
are the same, but rather that they have both grown in influence and visibility alongside one another – 
sometimes crossing over in their advocacy and message (see Fashion Revolution, for example). 
37 Since its launch, the recycling initiative behind the H&M Conscious Campaign has been heavily critiqued, 
with claims that returned clothes instead sit horded in factories – rather than being repurposed or recycled 





Figure 5.22: Ethical Clothing Australia accreditation. Figure 5.23: Ethical Clothing Australia accreditation 





     
Figure 5.24: Promoting accreditations: Fairtrade, Global Organic 
Textile Standards.  
.accreditation 
 
Figure 5.25: H&M Conscious Campaign. 
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As brands attempt to inform consumers about supply chains or the environmental 
implications of clothes use, clothing labels begin to play a different role. The Nudie Jeans 
label featured in Figure 5.26, for instance, communicates the various environmental 
implications associated with the lifecycle of a pair of jeans. 
   
 
 




At the same time, clothing labels and tags also reveal the planned obsolescence of a 
garment, its suspect durability and expected lifespan (Figure 5.27). Thus, while clothes 
labels communicate some aspects of the lifecycle of clothing, they do not (and perhaps 
cannot) reveal everything. Especially for environmental impacts, there is much that remains 
hidden behind the label (Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). 
  




Place, meanwhile, looms in clothes in other ways. The three clothing tags portrayed in 
Figures 5.28-5.30 articulate a narrative about the geographical origins of the design process 
behind the garment – less a branding strategy geared around origins, than a claim to the 
authenticity underpinning urban manufacturing histories (cf. Gibson 2016b). Each garment 
builds a particular account of its ‘local’ design and manufacture. A growing body of 
geographic scholarship has critically mapped the relationships between fashion production 
and consumption from the perspective of workers, particularly in the Global North 
(Rantisi 2014; Braitch and Brush 2011; McRobbie 1998; Bide 2017a)38. This has included: 
the gendering of women’s work as design students (McRobbie 1997, 1998), buyers 
(Entwistle 2006), fashion writers and editors (Moeran 2006), store assistants (Leslie 2002), 
and designers (Larner and Molloy 2009), or skilled crafters (Rantisi 2014) – particularly in 
local agglomerations of fashion production (Gibson 2016b; Bide 2017a). Other clothing 
labels (see Figures 5.31, 5.32), reveal the extent to which semiotic tasks of creative content 
and design have been carved off from physical manufacture, via fragmented global 
production networks. This carving off is necessary to allow firms to seek low-cost labour 
overseas for more expensive elements of production or for stages in production processes 
that could be efficiently deskilled (cf. Weller 2007; Webber and Weller 2001; Gibson and 
Warren 2018; McRobbie 1998). Collectively, such studies highlight differences in scale 
between the macro-geographies of the clothing industry and the micro-geographies of  
clothing production labour, and specifically, the need to focus on micro-level analyses that 
‘establish how work is regulated, experienced and lived’ (Rantisi 2014: 227).  
                                                          
38
 In a sector dominated by women, such issues have been of significant concern for feminist scholars. I also 
acknowledge a rich history of geographical research concerned with clothes labour in the Global South via, in 






Figure 5.28:  A clothing label from a black merino top articulates a narrative 
about the geographical associations of design origins. The garment was designed, 
produced and retailed within 15km of the head office in Melbourne, Australia. A 
locally designed garment, it is claimed, provides home-grown work and keeps 




Figure 5.29: A pair of jeans is locally designed in a denim 
workshop in Los Angeles, California. The brand ‘Rouge Territory’ 
comes with an assertion of handcrafted quality denim. Elsewhere 
on the pair of jeans is the brand’s by-line: ‘Keeping the trade alive’ 
(Source: Chris Gibson). 
 
Figure 5.30: A linen skirt simply states that it was ethically made 
in Australia. The designer hand writes a personal note thanking 








The renaissance of contemporary fashion fabricultures39 and artisanal modes of garment 
making is underpinned by an interest in the creation of objects at a ‘speed at odds with the 
imperative towards hyper-production’ (Braitch and Brush 2011: 236). Artisanal making is 
frequently connected with ethics of environmental sustainability, thrift, and a material 
awareness of resource scarcity (Fletcher 2016; Hall and Jayne 2016). Contemporary forms 
of fashion fabriculture have become a means to critique capitalism and its exploitative 
                                                          
39 Fabricultures, as it is used in this thesis, primarily includes practices such as dressmaking, sewing and 
knitting. More broadly, the term fabricultures also encompasses crafts that employ similar skills – such as 
embroidery, quilting, doll-making or scrapbooking (see Hall and Jayne 2016). 
Figure 5.31: Designed in Australia, 
Made in China. 




supply chains and labour practices, a way of inserting agency, power and creativity into 
making clothes, and a method through which alternative identities and communities are 
forged (Hall and Jayne 2016; Luckman 2015; Fletcher 2016). The labour involved in 
fashioning handmade clothing is being actively re-valued for different reasons. The revival 
of fabricultures, such as knitting and dressmaking have been reimagined through informal 
and formal groups that encompass leisure and friendship – but also as social and political 
tools (Hall and Jayne 2016). The system outlined via clothing labels and tags here is based 
on active networks of supply and production, and a consumer appreciation of 
consumption (Figure 5.33). Local, slow and hand-made offers an alternative narrative to 
the micro-geographies of clothing production and manufacture described earlier. The 
notion of local and slow seen here also speaks to durability and care (Twigger Holroyd 
2016, Gibson 2014) – another theme that dominates clothing labels and thus warrants its 
own discussion.   
 
 




In almost all cases, the information on swing tags or on the labels sewn inside the garment 
tells us more about how to care for garments than about where and how clothes are made 
or by whom (Crewe 2017; Laitala and Klepp 2013). A responsible passing on of basic 
information from manufacturer to consumer, care labels provide wearers with guidance 


















Figure 5.34: Care symbols for delicate garments; Figure 5.35: A care label that actually cares. The environmental 
implications of professionally cleaned; Figure 5.36: International care label symbols 
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In some cases, materials are revealed on clothing labels and tags as risking damage to 
garments (as when fabric bleeds, Figure 5.37). In other cases, clothing labels and tags 
inform the wearer  about the material characteristics of the fibre, or where inconsistencies 
are expected (Figure 5.38). While care labels can instruct a consumer about how they might 
look after an items of clothing, they do far less to challenge us to consider how garments 
wear over time (see Figure 5.38, for an exception of this), or our awareness on how to deal 
with their inevitable shifting material transformations (Chapter 6, see also Fletcher 2016). 
While clothes labels pass on specific information about how to launder, they themselves do 
not predict how a garment will wash. 
 
Figure 5.37: Care instruction warning, ‘Indigo bleeds!’. 
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Laundering is central for clothing care. It is an exercise in purifying clothes that have been 
in contact with the body, and to restoring valued attributes of style, feel, and image (Shove 
2003; Jack 2013a, b; Pink et al. 2015; Waitt 2014). Laundering is also an environmentally 
taxing practice – involving water, energy and chemical use (Shove 2003; Jack 2013a; 
Gibson et al. 2013). Over the lifecycle of a garment, laundering is the most environmentally 
intensive component (Fletcher 2008). But few clothes labels would instruct a wearer not to 
launder. Swedish denim brand, Nudie, is an exception – urging the wearers of their jeans to 
wash less, thus confronting cultural norms about cleanliness and sweat (cf. Gibson and 
Stanes 2011; Waitt 2014; Jack 2013b) (Figure 5.39). 
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Figure 5.39: ‘Freshen ‘em up!’, alternatives to washing jeans. Care instructions in an 
accompanying Nudie tag-booklet. 
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Sensory experiences of clothes 
Finally, clothing labels coax the senses. Fabric, construction, colour, silhouette, model: the 
vocabulary on clothing labels and tags offers a portal to explore the geographies of clothes 
via their visual, sensory, emotional and material encounters (Colls 2004; Crewe 2010). 
Scholarship across geography, cultural studies and fashion theory has explored the 
intersections of clothing and the body (Guy and Banim 2000; Gregson and Beale 2004; 
Entwistle 2015; Craik 2003). Clothing has proven to be a consistent factor in the politics of 
identity (Gibson 2016a; Negrin 1999) – alongside questions of emotion, embodiment and 
sensuality (Colls 2004, 2006; Longhurst 2005). Clothes labels and tags, such seemingly 
trivial and static items, pinned onto garments or sewn into seams, provide a directive of 
how clothes might look or feel on the body, or how manufacturers wish them to be seen or 
felt (Figure 5.40-5.41). 
The embodied performance of ‘feeling fabulous’, as seen Figure 5.40, intersects with, and is 
enabled by, the material affordance of the Running Bare garment. A combination of 
‘breathable’, ‘wicking’ and ‘two-way stretch’ fabric extends an offer of to the possibilities 
awaiting a garment’s wear (Figure 5.40). This label also appeals to the anxieties of image 
(Colls 2004, 2006; Woodward 2007; Barry and Martin 2016; Guy and Banim 2000). Here, 





This thesis’ focus on clothing also necessitates drawing out intersections between visual 
and material dimensions (Gibson 2016a). The body is central in such material-visual 
entanglements. Via the information provided on labels and tags, clothes anthropomorphise 
– as an embodiment of the brand, and the story of clothes use. A Uniqlo tag from a 
women’s white linen shirt (Figure 5.41) thus reads: 
 
 
Figure 5.40: Athletic wear to make you ‘Feel Fabulous’ 
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The fabric is extremely breathable, and has outstanding water-absorbing/divergent 
properties. The fabric does not cling to your skin, and is nice and dry to the touch. 
The texture is filled with a pleasantly refreshing feel. 
The unique delicate wrinkles that develop as you continue to wear the clothing is 
one of the features that make linen so attractive. Enjoy the natural expressions that 








The label promises comfort when the item is worn. Its material is performed and 
experienced through expected bodily movements, motions and the senses. Further, the 
description on this label has turned a weakness – linen’s tendency to wrinkle – into a 
positive feature.  
* * * 
 
Clothing labels and tags foreground why clothes matter geographically. Aided by 
photographic vignettes of clothing labels and tags, in this short interlude chapter I have 
sought to catalogue angles of inquiry undertaken across existing research on the 
geographies of clothes: their commodity chains, branding, geographic discourses of 
authenticity and entanglements with local craft production, provenance and material 
origins, care, haptic capacities and sustainability credentials. The photographic vignettes 
featured here prompt reflection on clothes’ various economic, moral, environmental, social, 
emotional and sensual concerns – including their spatial and material organisations and 
dynamics (Pike 2015).  
Importantly, for the context of this thesis – with its dual overarching concerns with 
geographies of consumption and young adults – consumers inevitably make their decisions 
about clothes within some version of ‘an information vacuum’. As is the case in so many 
areas of purportedly ethical or environmentally sustainable consumption, consumers are 
expected to make the ‘right’ decisions vis-à-vis the products in front of them. While 
clothing labels and tags contain some practical information about price, fibre contents, 
sizing and origin – they reveal, at best, very partial information about an item’s production 
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and manufacture process, provenance and environmental implications. Young adults (and 
consumers more generally), are not able to glean the full information about a garment from 
clothing labels. While there is no question that aesthetics, techniques of branding and 
advertising imperatives (and the intended meanings that are generated from them) are the 
rationale for clothing labels and tags – it is how such meanings and information embedded 
in clothing labels and tags overlap with other matters (such as production labour, 
environmental impacts or consumption) that are subject to increased scrutiny by 
geographers (see Pike 2015, for instance).  
This interlude has set the context in which young adults (including those featured in the 
chapters hereafter) are informed, and make decisions about, clothes consumption. 
Additionally, clothing labels and tags also served as a useful visual-material tool to unlock 
the entangled macro-geographies of clothes, while drawing into focus the individual 
garment, and the mundane, everyday means by which people interact with clothes before 
and after purchase. In the chapters that follow I build upon this, presenting a curation of 
diverse research and related ethnographic activities linking clothes’ wider geographies and 
their everyday, intimate lives. In Chapter 6, I take I take an object (being clothes) as the 
point of departure for Part Two of the thesis. Chapters 7, 8 and 9 focus on a person, space 
and material, respectively, to shed light on the complexities of clothing and its use. While 
the focus of this research project sits firmly within the everyday, the drawing together of 
material and practice, as it is laid out in this thesis, also taps into a broader politics of 
clothes: of production, marketing and advertising (Chapter 8), moral and ethical 
consumption (Chapter 7), and pollution and waste (Chapter 9). In so doing, this thesis 
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Background 
Chapter 6 introduced the thesis ethnography, and aims to shed light on the perceptual, 
emotional and haptic encounters between bodies and clothes. It takes, as its point of 
departure, the understanding that in studies of clothing, fashion or textile consumption, 
questions of materiality have a tendency to focus on the fixed object of clothing, how 
clothes are used in practice, or, over longer time periods, how they materialize in memories. 
This chapter brings a different perspective to the materiality of clothes use that gets 
beneath the surface of clothing. Its key contributions are twofold. First – this chapter 
unsettles the notion of clothes as singular ‘objects’. It asserts that clothes are not static, 
muted or stable. Rather they are a meshwork of materials, skills and processes, an 
assemblage of component materials that are held together provisionally. How these 
provisional arrangements of materials wear in and out over the lifetime of clothes leads to 
the framing of clothes-in-process. The second contribution of this chapter is the 
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exploration of how young adults engage, haptically, with clothes. This chapter uses the 
analytical lens of touch to engage with the feel of clothes as they are worn in and worn out. 
This focus lends itself to understanding how the felt, haptic and sensuous qualities of 
clothes influence clothes use – and inform a practical ethic of care through acts of 
maintenance. Attention to the care and stewardship of clothes speaks to themes introduced 
in Part One of the thesis – and further complicates the dualistic stereotypes of young adults 
as ‘careless consumers’ or ‘environmental heroes’.  Such themes are also explored in later 
chapters (Chapter 7 and 9). 
This paper has been accepted in Textile: Cloth and Culture. Textile is a cross-disciplinary 
journal that spans arts, design and the social sciences. This paper was written with this 
audience in mind. As such, the scholarship it draws on deviates slightly from the singular 
geographical focus taken across the rest of this thesis. To order to bring haptic and sensual 
encounters with clothes alive, this chapter is written in the present tense. This chapter has 
been reproduced in full from the version of the manuscript that has been resubmitted to 





Contemporary research on fashion consumption has largely focused on the surface 
qualities of dress, being questions of aesthetics, expression and identity. Rather than 
thinking about how clothes look, this paper considers how clothes feel. Theorising clothing 
as always in-process rather than singular, stable or static, this paper uses touch as lens to 
explore how clothes feel across a garment’s prosaic biography. Informed by five vignettes, 
drawn from a broader ethnographic project concerning clothes use amongst young adults, 
touch is located in conversations with hands and bodies. These conversations cultivate 
somatosensory relations with clothes that are in-process, in various states of wear and 
repair, texture and time. The material qualities of garments are an active, tangible force that 
works in an evolving dialogue with wearing – as clothes ‘wear in’ or ‘wear out’. This paper 
illustrates two ways in which touch informs the concept of clothes-in-process: first, how 
bodies come to know the fabric of their clothes. Second, how the surface qualities of 
clothes push back against the bodies of wearers. Although mundane and instinctive, the 
liveliness of materials and the haptic skills that attend to the use of clothes in-process speak 
to value, care and responsibility. But somatosensory relations also encompass discomfort, 
anxiety, and – in the case of modern industrial fabrics – deception, leading to 
accumulations of clothes as matter out of place. I suggest that paying greater attention to 
the somatosensory registers of the body can establish deeper material meanings in and 
through clothes and textiles, as garments wear in and wear out. In light of the social and 
environmental implications of clothes and clothes use, such insights are important for 





Clothing shapes and frames our bodies. Some call it their second skin (Sontag and Schlater 
1982; Barnett 2008; Crewe 2011, 2017). Where practices of wear have been the focus of 
research on contemporary fashion consumption previously, emphasis has accentuated, 
largely, the surface qualities of dress, attending to themes such as aesthetics, semiotics, 
identity and expression. Diverse scholarship across geography, gender and cultural studies, 
sociology, material culture, fashion history and design theory has explored the role of 
clothes in shaping and reinforcing social categories (Belk 1988; Davis 1994; Crane 2012; 
Entwistle 2015). This has included consideration of gendered boundaries (Childs 2016; 
Gibson 2016a; Barry and Martin 2016), class (McRobbie 1993), or enabling the 
performance of subjectivities (Colls 2004, 2006; Longhurst 2005; Woodward 2007; Twigg 
2013) – particularly in subcultural (Griffin 2012) or minority contexts (Dwyer 1999, 2000). 
As a consequence, the cultural significance of clothes has largely been framed around non-
material meanings. Clothes have assumed ‘ghostly presence’ (Woodward 2005: 21), their 
material qualities an ‘analytic black hole’ (O’Connor 2005: 43; Hebrok and Klepp 2014). 
Less well understood are the ways that the surface textures of clothes contribute to the 
intrinsic, haptic, material and temporal qualities of wear. From purchase to wear, wardrobe 
to washing, and ultimately, as clothes deteriorate, texture and touch have been downplayed 
in scholarly work. This paper is concerned with how the material qualities of clothes 
configure such relationships with wearers. It asks two central questions: how do bodies 
come to know the fabric of their clothes? And, in turn, in the process of wear and use, how 
do the surface and material qualities of clothes push back? 
The relationships that individuals hold with their clothes are largely forged through touch. 
They are ‘sensory, bodily, evocative’ (Crewe 2017: 127). They are also intimate. When we 
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wear clothes we feel them on our body; when we remove them our ‘bodily effects’ remain, 
‘trapped between the fibres’ (Crewe 2011: 39, 2017). Touch can be pleasurable, familiar and 
comforting. It can likewise be suffocating, restrictive and annoying.  
A small but growing number of studies on bodies and the spaces they occupy has sought to 
understand what it is to feel clothes through the body (Colls 2004, 2006; Enwistle 2000; 
Woodward 2007; Stallybrass 1993; Eco 1986; Barnett 1999, 2009). Such studies have been 
attentive to the ways in which people feel clothes in an embodied sense, informed via 
emotional or sensory engagements with the surrounding material world (Chapter 9, Stanes 
and Gibson 2017). How clothes feel has also been revealed through the language of 
wearing (Crăciun 2015; Delong et al. 2007; Delong et al. 2012; Eco 1986) – for instance, 
feeling good or uncomfortable. Less frequently explored are the physical links between 
‘design, material construction, the cut of the garments and the use practices that follow’ 
(Fletcher 2016:144).  
In this paper, feeling clothes is conceptualised materially – in the sense of being able to reach 
out and touch something, or feeling its weight against the body. It draws on familiar 
phraseology concerned with ‘haptic knowledge’ (Crang 2003; Paterson 2007, 2009; 
Rodaway 1994; Howes 2005). This includes the sense of touch, or what Umberto Eco 
(1986: 194) previously called ‘epidermic self-awareness’. Surface textures felt through 
somasomatic registers – or the ‘sensations that arise within moving bodies – are 
fundamental to the pleasures and displeasures of wearing clothes (Paterson 2015: 35, 2007). 
Thus, this paper echoes recent calls to ‘rethink surfaces as multiple, embodied, and 
practiced material productions’ (Forsyth et al. 2013: 1015), and is attentive to the co-
constitution of material things alongside the moving, haptic, sensual and emotional body 
(Rodaway 1994; Ingold 2000). Clothes demand and are configured by physical contact with 
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and movement around the body and through the non-human material landscape. Such 
perceptual matters of touch often go unnoticed in the context of everyday lived 
experiences, but are important in shaping micro-geographies40 of clothing practice.  
While fabrics produced for the clothing industry are the single largest manifestation of 
textiles globally (Pajackzowska 2010), the material and temporal properties of clothes, and 
how they interact with bodies while in use, are seldom investigated. A focus on touch 
encourages recognition of, and reflection on, the ways in which the material properties of 
clothes, and embodied relationships with clothes, change over time and in use. The 
significance of garment materials during wear ‘is a complex and idiosyncratic relationship 
between a garment’s materiality…its fibre type, construction details, its design and cut – 
and its use’ (Fletcher 2016: 160). I contend that clothes are not singular, stable or static 
‘things’, nor are they fixed or lifeless. Rather they are dynamic, an accomplishment of the 
component fabrics held together provisionally. They hold the potential for transformation 
in themselves, and for the relations they hold with the wearer of the garment (Woodward 
and Fisher 2014; Ingold 2007; Stanes and Gibson 2017, also Chapter 9).  
Recognising the haptic, felt qualities of clothes via a garment’s prosaic biography41 – that 
being the essential, taken-for-granted continua that are part of everyday clothes use – I 
offer a means to re-theorise clothes as being always ‘in-process’. Doing so gives weight to 
the varied material, temporal, spatial and behavioural adjustments that occur while wearing 
clothes during the daily rhythms of life, and across the lifespan of clothing (Fletcher 2016; 
                                                          
40 Micro-geographies are a matter of scale. In this paper, I am interested in the everyday associations of 
clothes use with and within localised (micro)practices wearing, storing or routine acts of maintenance and 
care. I am concerned with the both physical materiality of objects and the immateriality of particular practices 
or events that might influence clothes use. 
41 In this paper, and indeed, across the wider project from which the empirical material is drawn, I have 
traced the commonplace interactions that young adult wearers have with clothes. The interactions considered 
here, such as storing or tidying, are not spectacular. They are part of everyday, mundane and prosaic patterns 
and practices of clothes use. I argue that all clothes – regardless of cost, value, material or make – have a 
prosaic biography that is closely entangled with intimate bodily use and wear. 
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Stanes and Gibson 2017, also Chapter 9). In this view, there is no single or linear process 
to the use and practice of wearing clothes. Instead, clothes use is a part of intimate, haptic 
and sensual entanglements between bodies and materials. This study engages critically and 
empirically with where, how and when touching between clothes, garment materials and 
bodies takes place. In question is when touching might be designated as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ 
(Dixon and Straughan 2010: 457) and how touch is influenced by shifting socio-temporal 
materialities of clothes. In  responding to these questions, I open up a conversation about 
the vibrancy of cloth, textiles and materials – not by rethinking what ‘fashion’ is, or is not, 
or through fashion’s cultural construction, but by interrogating sensorial relationships 
between wearers and their garments as made up of component and shifting materials.  
Bringing into spotlight clothes’ texture and somatosensory relations enables a more 
sophisticated understanding of how more-than-visual experiences of material surfaces and 
objects shape motivations to use or avoid clothes. Drawing on material and temporal 
perspectives of clothing, this paper begins with a discussion of clothes-in-process that 
illuminates the felt use of clothes and textiles through the body. Clothes use is mediated by 
haptic involvement with, and appreciation of, garment materials – especially as those 
materials deteriorate and/or gain character over time. That is, how clothes wear in and 
wear out. To prosecute this claim, I bring together diverse references that have been made 
to touch, materiality, temporality and material objects, highlighting that touch has been 
underplayed in research on relations between the body and clothes. Supporting my 
theorisation of clothes-in-process are empirical insights drawn from an ethnographic 
project on clothes use amongst young adults in Sydney, Australia. From these data, I 
construct five vignettes to illustrate stories of clothes-in-process, which are sensed though 
the body across various stages of wear and repair, texture and time. Everyday interactions 
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with the material qualities of clothes are mapped out across two interrelated sections: the 
way we remember clothes, and the ways that clothes remember us. Findings resonate with 
antecedent work from Kate Fletcher, which has signalled the value in attending to the ‘craft 
of use’ in wearing clothes (Fletcher 2012, 2016). Such value, as Fletcher (2016: 35) notes, is 
centred on ‘engagement, satisfaction, responsibility and capabilities’ – but also the ‘material 
reverence of clothes, their vital materialism’, and the ways clothes interact with ‘skilled 
fingers’ and ‘tactile knowledge’. The liveliness of materials and the haptic skills that attend 
to the use of clothes acknowledges value, care and responsibility. Conversely, 
somatosensory relations also provide insights into discomfort, anxiety, and – in the case of 
modern industrial fabrics – synthetic fabrics that deceive. Although mundane and 
instinctive, attention to the transformation of clothes through touch shapes the micro-
geographies of practices (such as purchase, wear, washing, storage and divestment), and 
participates in the emergence of clothes-in-process. I suggest that paying greater attention 
to the somatosensory registers of the body can establish deeper material meanings in and 
through clothing textiles, and as garments wear over time. Such insights offer new 
opportunities for thinking about how clothes are cared for, maintained and worn (Gill and 
Lopes 2011; Fletcher 2016) – and offer a different set of spatialities, materialities and 
temporalities than those simply characterised by fast and excessive consumption.  
 
Clothes-in-process: approaching somatosensory materialities of clothing 
This paper sits at the intersection of previously distinct literatures on the materiality of 
things, and surface, texture and somatosensory perception. Whereas materials have been 
privileged in the sciences and engineering, there has – until recently – been a tradition of 
general neglect in the humanities, arts and social sciences (Ingold 2007; Küchler 2015). 
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Materials have been deemed unsocial – ‘the raw stuff from which people would be able to 
shape cultural and social life, but in themselves not cultural’ (Drazin, 2015: xvii). In studies 
of fashion, clothing and textile consumption, broader questions of materiality have focused 
on object agency (Braithwaite 2014; Küchler 2003), practice (Gregson et al. 2001; Hauser 
2004; Woodward 2007; Klepp and Bjerck 2012) or, over longer temporalities, the ways that 
objects materialise memories (Botticello 2014; Crewe 2011; Slater 2014; Bide 2017b; 
Stallybrass 1993). Research has also documented the intentional movements of clothes 
through processes of exchange (Crewe and Gregson 1998), divestment (Gregson and Beale 
2004; Gregson et al. 2007b) and recycling (Norris 2005, 2012a, b). But across such research 
there is a general assumption of stability and ontological security – the unit of analysis 
being garments as stable, finished and coherent objects. The material contingency of 
clothing has also been mislaid by the positioning of clothes of clothes, and their inherent 
materials, as fashion (Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9; Woodward and Fisher 2014; 
Healy 2008). Rather than focus on the material makeup or the quality of construction, 
attention to clothing is instead based on aesthetics, trends and fashion (Hebrok and Klepp 
2015). As a result, the image of a garment is often detached from its practical use. 
Notwithstanding contemporary forms of marketing that have sought to increase the 
stickiness of commodities by engaging sensory registers (Küchler 2015: 276), traditional 
forms of curation and display construct clothing as static, inert and fixed. Fashion images 
intersect here with fraught concerns about body image, social status, identity and self-
worth, while at the same time promising to render those issues obsolete through wear 
(Colls 2006; Fletcher 2016).  
Tim Ingold’s (2000, 2007) work has emphasised the immanent properties of ‘materials and 
the interweaving of forces that lead them to make up our world’ (Woodward and Fisher 
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2014:10). Rather than thinking of artefacts as predetermined, Ingold (2000: 57) views things 
as ‘a gradual unfolding…set up through the active and sensuous engagement of 
practitioner and material… through the pattern of skilled movement and… the rhythmic 
repetition of these movements’. Clothes, then, are ‘continually becoming’ over their lifespan 
(Gregson et al. 2009, emphasis added; Ingold 2000, 2007; Fletcher 2016; DeSilvey 2006; 
Colloredo-Mansfield 2003). From production through to purchase to wear, washing, 
storage and divestment – clothes are always in-process (Appadurai 1986; Colloredo-
Mansfeld 2003; Ingold 2007). This approach considers clothes as collections of materials 
that are held together provisionally, and always in flux. Like all objects, clothing is not ‘dead 
matter’ (Bennett 2010). Clothes are never stable, finished commodities but rather 
assembled items: assortments of fabric, threads, buttons and zippers in temporary 
coherence, awaiting further use and adaptation, and subsequent ridding and decay (Crăciun 
2015; DeSilvey 2006; Colloredo-Mansfield 2003; Woodward and Fisher 2014; Healy 2008). 
Eventually, clothes will rip, stain, tear and fray – whether by the quality of the materials or 
the activities of the wearer.  
The processes by which wear and use happen are inherent in the materials of clothes, their 
constructions, their proximity to the body, how they interact with other things – like sweat 
and dirt – and the uses to which they are put in everyday life (Crăciun 2015; Waitt 2014). 
Such changes have material and temporal roots that unfold – whether be silently or 
unnoticed, as when micro-plastic fibres leach from synthetic clothes (Browne et al. 2011; 
Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9) – or uncomfortably via friction with the skin, as when 
polyester fabrics bobble (or pill)42. Indeed, as clothes are worn their material properties will 
‘continue to thwart in unpredictable ways: decaying and breaking down, or wearing or 
                                                          
42Bobbles (or pilling) are the result of damaged fibres that can be become separated through friction of 
wearing and washing clothes (Crăciun 2015). Talking the shape of small balls of fibres, bobbles form on the 
surface of clothes and give ‘a rough appearance to the surface of the fabric’ (Crăciun 2015:4). 
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breaking under force’ (Carr and Gibson 2016: 303); sooner or later ‘their individual physical 
propensities are sure to come to the fore’ (Hitchings 2006: 368). It is only then that are 
wearers are forced to look beyond the object to deal with component materials, their 
material effects and their complexity (Gregson et al. 2010). Thus, clothing is conceptualised 
here as a temporary assemblage of agentic materials in transition. It is linked to upstream 
relational geographies of resource extraction, production and manufacture (Castree, 2001; 
Cook et al., 2006; Carr and Gibson 2016), as well as various stages of post-sale 
decomposition and decay, across multiple scales and temporalities, between bodies and 
other non-human actors and contact surfaces (Chapter 9, Stanes and Gibson 2017). 
Routines of practice and daily life are dependent on the physical and material 
transformation of objects – ‘people use things up, expose them to the elements, consume 
and combine [them]’ (Colloredo-Mansfield 2003: 250; DeSilvey 2006). Just as clothes 
change through wear, they too (and in turn) prompt physical shifts and transformations in 
practices of wear, care and disposal. Clothes create ‘social effects, not just in their 
preservation and persistence, but in their destruction and disposal’ (DeSilvey 2006: 324; 
Hetherington 2004; Gregson et al. 2009). Such processes alter familiar materials ‘changing 
the form and texture of objects, eroding their assigned functions and meanings, and 
blurring the boundaries between things’ (Edensor 2005: 318). Considering clothes always 
in-process, subject to transformation and flux, materially and temporally, lends itself to the 
sensorial, emotional and haptic unfolding of individuals’ relationships with clothes 
(Woodward and Fisher 2014). 
Understanding surfaces is critical to developing an appreciation of the material qualities of 
clothes and our relationship with them (Ingold 2007, 2013; Forsyth et al. 2013; 
Pajackwoska 2005, 2010). Surfaces are experienced via cutaneous receptors within the skin, 
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pressures on the skin, temperature and/or pain. They are also experienced via kinaesthetic 
receptors in muscles, tendons and joints that register movement, sensory information 
regarding the body and relations with the surrounding physical and social environments 
(Dixon and Straughan 2010; Paterson 2009; Straughan 2012). These bodily sensations take 
place within what perceptual psychology has dubbed the ‘haptic system’ (Gibson 1966), a 
system sociologist Mark Paterson defines as ‘relating to the sense of touch in all of its 
forms’ (Paterson 2007: ix, 2009). Haptic knowledge at work evokes somatosensory 
perception that responds to changes to the surface or internal state of the body to give a 
heightened reception to things that dwell on or touch the skin. For clothes, this might 
relate to the physical dimesons or style of a garment (an A-line skirt, for instance), as well 
as ‘materialities of hardness, texture, temperature and vibration’ (Dixon and Straughan 
2010: 449; Flanagan and Lederman 2001; Eco 1986). The fluid and sensory properties of 
garment textiles and their intimate relationship to our bodies make them powerful carriers 
of knowledge and experience, which as Obrador-Pons (2007: 135) notes, can play ‘a central 
role in the constitution of feelings and habitual perceptions’. Such sensations have been 
previously understood to be so basic to bodily experiences that they have largely been 
taken for granted (Classen 2012; Howes 2005). 
Clothes, as an object of study, has tended to place precedence on the visual and spectacular 
elements, rather than the tactile and ordinary. Understanding surfaces is important for 
moving away from our predisposition to see clothes in terms of the surface aesthetics or 
importance for the inner self (Hebrok and Klepp 2015; Gregson et al. 2009). The term 
texture, for example, is more frequently ‘offered as a visual cue’ rather than the felt quality 
of clothes, reflecting ‘a long history of roughness and smoothness as visually adjudicated’ 
(Brown 2016: 1). However, there are interconnections between the hand or body, and the 
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surface of clothes, which are attentive to the qualities that speak to value, care and 
responsibility, but also to embodied understandings comfort and discomfort. And while 
the focus of this paper is principally on wearers, designers and manufacturers, are also 
entangled in the ‘feel’ of clothes, including the technical aspects of production, their weight 
and hang and their woven structure. There is also reciprocity in touch. We cannot touch 
something without our touch, in turn, affecting the object (Goett 2016). Creases, rips, 
bumps, tear and bobbles testify to the ways in which ‘things become materially’ in their 
consumption just as much as they do in their production (Crewe 2017: 125 emphasis 
added; Gregson et al. 2009; Hauser 2004; Appadurai 1986)43. 
A focus on touch thus opens up space to include other ‘doings’ in broader 
conceptualisations of what it is to wear, and wear out, clothes. A conceptual language to 
comprehend this nuance is emerging. In a project with US fashion design students, Marilyn 
Delong and colleagues (2012) investigated tactile responses to various garment fabrics, 
finding that touch preference shifts when in contact with the body, contextual 
surroundings, and experiences with family. A recent project from Marie Hebrok, Ingun 
Klepp and colleagues investigating the Norwegian and British wool industries considered 
user exceptions, attitudes, practices and knowledge concerning wool both as material and 
assembled into garments (Hebrok and Klepp 2014; Hebrok et al. 2015). Haptic methods 
and the sensing out of the material properties of wool as a textile, were overlaid with social 
and cultural aspects of clothes to influence practices of using and wearing wool garments. 
Elsewhere, Magdalena Crăciun’s (2015) ethnography touched on issues of decay through 
practices (and processes) of wear, demonstrating the important role that bobble-affected 
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 Although the focus of this paper is on wearers – rather than designers or producers – I acknowledge the 
role of designers and manufacturers in the ‘feel’ of textiles and clothes. As seen in Chapter 5, haptic 
knowledge of design and production is passed on to the wearer via marketing materials, the technical aspects 




clothes played in the constitution of the self and the development of a sense of self-worth 
among Romanian women. Importantly, Crăciun’s (2015) research points to the shifting 
materiality of value as clothes are worn and used across their lifespan. Research has also 
examined the ways in which bodies learn about the fabric of their clothes across multiple 
and distinct temporalities: the temporalities of fashion (Botticello 2012), weather and 
seasons (de Vet 2014), and the quality and felt experiences of the material used (Stanes and 
Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). Such routine and mundane experiences are imprinted, 
rhythmically, on clothed bodies. What these studies illustrate is that the materiality of 
clothes, when experienced at the level of the body – can open up awareness of micro-
geographies of practice and use. This, in turn, promotes a certain consciousness toward 
social context, object memory, personal attachment and emotionally durable design.  
Nevertheless, seldom has scholarship reflected on the material agency of clothes, and the 
fact that objects ‘wear down, they break, malfunction, are required to be mended, 
retrofitted or repurposed, or that they are routinely misused, misrecognised and disobey’ 
(Dominguez Rubio 2016:60) – processes that change user relationships with clothes. This 
paper suggests that a different approach is needed, one that takes temporality, fragility, 
process and change as starting points – and one that requires being attentive to human-
material conditions and practices. In this, I suggest, we focus on touch. Clothes, textiles 
and bodies are intimately interlaced. Touch, as explained further below, offers a useful 
analytical entry point for understanding the sensory and everyday practices through which 





Getting in tune with touch 
Inspired by Mike Crang’s (2003) approach to ‘touchy-feely’ methods, this paper is attentive 
to bodily sensations and responses of textile surfaces as a means of ‘getting to’ (Straughan 
2012: 20) the somatosensory sensations of wearing in and wearing out clothes. A focus on 
the haptic (to touch or grasp, from the Greek haptikos) acknowledges the ‘multiplicity and 
the interaction between different internally felt and outwardly orientated senses’ (Paterson 
2007, 2009: 768; Brown 2016). An emphasis on touch ‘does not deny the occurrence of 
other sensual’ contact (Straughan 2012: 21; Classen 2012). Indeed, senses beyond the haptic 
are involved with the appreciation of clothes – as when we see a pattern or style of shirt 
that pleases the eye, breathe in the animal smell of leather, or hear the familiar brush-brush 
of denim jeans (Sedgwick and Frank 2003; Straughan 2012). Rather, this paper’s focus on 
the haptic presents an opportunity to explore touch as part of the complex and 
multisensorial bodily sensations, one that incites feelings and emotions that influence the 
lifetime of clothes and our engagements with them (Classen 2012; Fisher 2004; Howes 
2005; Paterson 2008; Straughan 2012).  
The data for this paper are drawn from a wider ethnographic project that involved tracing 
the materials and practices of clothing in the everyday lives of 23 young adults from 
Sydney, Australia between 2013 and 2015. A focus on young adults in the Global North 
was driven by broader social, political and scholarly concerns around age, lifecourse and 
environmental sustainability. On the one hand, young adults have been lauded for their 
positive influence on environmental change – particularly within family, peer and broader 
community networks (Ballantyne et al. 2001; Breunig et al. 2014; Collins 2015; Hadfield-
Hill 2013; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). On the other, they are critiqued for their 
purported carelessness, hedonism and thoughtless disposition towards resource use and 
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consumption (Griffin et al. 2005; Hume 2010; Hoey 2008). This is most graphically 
represented with clothing. Young adult participants involved in this project ranged in age 
from 19 to 31. Across the sample, there was a strong representation of female voices (18 of 
23). Young adult participants came from a variety of backgrounds in regards to social class, 
education, income, ethnicity and religion44.  
A range of ethnographic data was collected via shopping go-alongs, participant diaries, 
photo elicitation, sketches and reflexive field notes. Together, these sources provided an 
ethnographic portal into the everyday micro-geographies of clothes use, the unspoken 
rhythms of wearing in and wearing out clothes, and their unruly associations (Chapters 7-9, 
see also Stanes and Gibson 2017; Carr et al. 2018; Stanes and Youssef, under review). 
Tracing clothes via their “fashion journeys” – from shops to homes, in and out of 
wardrobes, and eventually, into various conduits of disposal – offered insights into the 
material and temporal changes that clothes undergo. Maintaining a semi-structured 
interview approach across the ethnography allowed items at hand to become cues for 
further conversations that delved into the perception, use and value of clothing, and how 
these sensitivities changed over time and across space. Within the young adult sample 
recruited, views expressed soon became repetitive, providing confidence that a wider 
sample would not have offered additional insights (Baxter and Eyles 1997).  
Interviews did not focus overtly on touch. Instead, passing moments of the haptic 
underscored ways that touch is an embedded part of the experience of being with clothes 
                                                          
44 All but one of the participants involved in this project were from Sydney, Australia. Eight lived as 
independent adults in their parents’ homes, another eight were in shared living arrangements and five lived as 
part of couple or single person households. Two participants were part of miscellaneous living arrangements, 
such as house-sitting or couch surfing. At the time of participation, 11 were enrolled in either full-time or 
part-time study, six held part time employment, seven worked full-time in either white-collar professional or 
trade roles and four in precarious or freelance contract work. Four participants identified as first generation 
immigrants to Australia, eight as second-generation immigrants. The remaining 11 participants were of 
Anglo-Australian ancestry.  
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(Straughan 2012). Participants were not specifically asked how they touched clothes or how 
clothes touched them. Like the sensuous methodologies employed by Elizabeth Straughan 
(2012: 22), I sought to indirectly explore ‘practical engagements’ with clothes to ‘unravel 
rich narratives…in terms of tangible and emotional experiences’. Questions orbited around 
the role of particular fabrics in participants’ everyday lives, what they liked or didn’t like 
about a particular item of clothing, and understandings of what particular pieces of clothing 
were made from. Participants were not specifically asked how they touched clothes or how 
clothes touched them, but reflected on these issues spontaneously through the prompts 
mentioned above. Haptic experiences of touch were used as a lens to explore the how 
clothes feel at various points in a garment’s prosaic biography. This often served as a 
launch-point for a host of other affectual and emotive experiences of wear, opening up 
space for understanding ‘how the body acknowledges and negotiates space via visceral, 
unconscious and cognitive means’ (Straughan 2012: 21).  
Because clothes are so salient to everyday practices – alongside ideas of identity, comfort 
and cleanliness – participants were highly aware of the physical surfaces of garments that 
are appraised by both sight and touch (Shove 2003; Waitt 2014). When talking about 
wearing clothes, repositories of clothing biographies spilled forth: ‘stories caught between 
warp and weft’, entwined with thread, layered with felt experiences and accumulated 
memories (Crewe 2017: 125; Goett 2016; Fletcher 2016; Eco 1986). Participants spoke 
lucidly about clothes as fluid and shifting objects. An ethnographic approach opened up 
space to talk about the material and social lives of clothes, and how they had degraded, 
aged and changed over time. Participants also detailed the steps that they take to care for 
clothes, and to slow processes of wear. A range of descriptors such as  ‘plasticy’, ‘sticky’, 
‘rough’ and ‘comfy’ were used as entry points into the sensorial dimensions of clothes, 
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eliciting wear as encompassing both pleasant and negative affects (see also Stanes and 
Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). The haptic skills involved in knowing fabrics and clothes – their 
textures and weights, the way they fall or drape from the hand or from the body, their 
stretch or tear, folds, entanglements and creases, interwoven strands, loose ends, tension 
and tightness, unravelling threads, seams and knots, comfort and restraint – all come 
through the repetition of wear, and the tasks of caring for garments.  
Attentive to the haptic system and possibilities of touch, here I explore how interactions 
with the textures of clothes can open up insights into the socio-material and temporal 
dimensions of clothing materials as they are worn. Focusing intensely on a small range of 
experiences, this paper draws on five vignettes that emerged during the ethnographic 
research. In order to bring haptic experiences of, and interactions with clothes alive, each 
vignette is written in the present tense. Each is illustrative of the different reactions to, and 
interactions between, bodies and clothing. At the same time, the vignettes remain sensitive 
to the nuances and lived experiences of young adulthood, particularly in the context of 
consumption and environmental sustainability. The vignettes are grouped around two 
separate, but interrelated themes, both of which seek to explore the boundaries of touching 
and being touched in relation to everyday interactions with clothes. The first explores the 
tactile sensations of bodies touching clothes. The second considers the ability of textiles to 
absorb, reflect and represent the wearer.   
 
Feeling out comfort: Sensory engagements with clothes 
We learn about clothes and fabrics not through words, but through our senses (Goett 
2016). We are taught about what we should look out for in clothes – what is present or 
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absent, what is in transition, how things transform through wear and how we should cope 
with them. We come to know about the material properties of garments through the 
consequences of their use. Participants spoke at length about the stretch and softness 
provided by a t-shirt that was made with a cotton-polyester blend, the bodily relief given by 
linen on humid summer days, or the sensed performance of synthetic sportswear that both 
compressed the skin and allowed heat escape from the body when exercising (Stanes and 
Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). This section presents three vignettes which are illustrative of how 
people come to know the fabric of their clothes by touch.  Each vignette presents a 
different activity around how young adults sense out and come to know tactility and 
texture. They describe: how the haptic senses are summoned in the moment of initial 
contact with clothes, the embodied skill and haptic knowledge required in making and 
remaking clothes, and the visceral discomfort of clothes as they wear over time. They 
individually and collectively portray a tacit sensibility to clothes, and speak to value and 
care, alongside notions of discomfort and disgust.  
 
Following where the hand goes 
Most often, the hand makes the initial contact with clothes. This interaction offers the 
wearer formative impressions of the tactility, sensation or feel of the garment and its fibre: 
if it is silky, rough, soft, crisp. This first vignette illustrates how the potentialities of clothes 
use come alive through touch.  
When I join Steph, a 19 year old international student from Taiwan, on a shopping trip in a 
busy inner-city shopping mall I come to realise that first impressions are important. As we 
walk through individual boutiques and chain stores Steph walks ahead of me, taking the 
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lead. Her left and right hands face palm out and spread outwards from her body. As Steph 
moves carefully in between cluttered racks, the palms of her hand brush against and grab at 
clothes. The eye does not hone in on a particular object, but instead looks ahead, taking in 
the entirety of the store and its contents. Steph trusts her hand. The eye shortlists the 
possibilities, but the hand has the power of veto. Moving past a rack of polyester dresses 
and cotton blouses in a popular high street store, Steph stops at a black textured coat and 
holds it in her hand. ‘I don’t like the quality here. I don’t like it’ she tells me. Steph slides 
her fingers up and down the arm of the coat. Her distaste was less about the look of the 
garment, nor what the clothes label revealed about the material makeup, manufacture or 
provenance. The movement of Steph’s hand unveiled somatosensory awareness at work. 
What was touched became tangible, as Steph explains: ‘You really need to touch it to know 
whether it’s good or not. I stop when I feel something smooth, like cotton. I like it when 
it’s soft or smooth’.  
There are of course other factors that influence the purchase of clothes: ‘style is most 
important’ and ‘money is second’ – perhaps comments typical of a late-teen student. But 
Steph’s movements are telling of something deeper that is often unaccounted for, especially 
in the commentary that surrounds youth consumption: the presence of the haptic and the 
importance of touch to inform – in a careful and attentive way – purchase and wear.  
Later during our shopping mall visit, while standing in a loud and cramped high street 
chain-store Steph signals me over to a full rack of cotton-polyester blend V-neck jumpers. 
By the time I get to the rack her hand and forearm have disappeared up the sleeve of a 
sweater. Steph smiles: ‘This feels so soft and smooth. I love these kinds of jumpers’. The 
very act of browsing clothes reveals how tactile and haptic knowledge of fabrics does not 
just sit, somewhat passively, on the skin, but emerges in action and through movement 
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with the hands (Goett 2016). Steph’s method of searching and the experience of touch are 
somewhat different to the kinaesthetic sensation felt while wearing a garment, which also 
provides a sensation of weight and balance (Delong et al. 2012). Instead, the primary touch 
of Steph’s vibrating hand determines whether or not she decides to experience further 
sensations by wearing (Delong et al. 2012). Following Classen (2012: 141) touch, in 
contrast to other senses – such as sight – ‘annihilates distance and physically unites the 
toucher and the touched’. For Steph, knowing fabrics is enacted at an ‘interface been 
material and sensory encounters’ (Pink et al. 2014: 436). Haptic exchange between hands 
and textiles enables a somatic knowing of how bodies come to understand and value what 
will feel pleasurable or comfortable, intimately.    
The texture, tension and weight of a garment is not only restricted to the moment of initial 
contact with clothes, but telling of the ways in which garments might become enrolled in 
personal rhythms and routines of use – and how they would likely wear in – or perhaps 
more tellingly in the case of fast fashion, wear out – over time. In another store Steph 
holds up a shirt: 
I like the style of this shirt, but the quality feels bad. The texture is rough so it 
would feel uncomfortable against my body and it feels like it would be ruined in the 
wash.  
Elyse: How can you tell? 
Steph: I don’t know? It just feels like it would be warped. It’s rough and thin. It 






Predictions of quality are difficult to express in words, a challenging task for most 
participants. But as Ingold (2013) reminds us, hands have the capacity not only to know, 
but to tell through non-verbal gestures. So with garment in hand, quality is instead 
communicated by stretching, pulling and pointing to specific qualities important when 
considering clothes purchase – the stitching on the hem, thinness of the material or weave 
of the fibre. Shopping with Steph, it isn’t so much what she says that is striking. Rather, 
watching how the hand and body encounter fabrics, and how such intersections between 
clothing materials and everyday practices of wear are performed and negotiated. Although 
the act of shopping is often thought of as an ostensibly visual encounter (Colls 2004), 
Steph highlights how searching for clothes is connected with the physical registers of the 
body and heavily informed by haptic perception to discern between fabrics that feel ‘good’ 
or ‘bad’. Steph uses her hands in skilled and sensory ways to locate clothes that she 
understands as being ‘quality’. Perceptual and tactile responses engage with memory, as 
Steph seeks out clothes that would withstand routines of wear and the mechanical 
processes of machine washing (see also Delong et al. 2012).  And more to the point, the 
haptic anticipates not just clothes as objects, but as processes of future wear and washing 
of component fabrics. Steph’s approach illuminates the delicate nature of unworn clothes 
which are ‘waiting to receive…impressions’ (Hauser 2004: 300). I extend on this 
observation over the next two vignettes, where we come to know more about other 
instances, of consumers sensing out, and losing touch of, clothes and textiles.  
 
Losing touch, and finding it again: haptic skill in amateur sewing 
This vignette renders another aspect of clothes use, amateur sewing, which is important for 
exploring the boundaries of haptic senses, especially in regards to extending the life of 
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clothes through repair and making (Price 2015; Twigger Holroyd 2016, 2017; Carr and 
Gibson 2016).  But getting ‘in touch’ with the skill to produce clothes is not always 
straightforward. Losing touch can quickly render clothes as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 
1966; Hetherington 2004, Chapter 7). A small subset of participants made or upcycled 
clothes as a leisure activity for themselves, family and friends45. Making clothes has 
important visual dimensions – but it is also ‘tactile in nature’ and ‘centred on the creation 
of items that provide…bodily comfort’ (Classen 2012: 82). This amateur group of sewers 
demonstrated a particular confidence about feeling out quality in a garment’s construction. 
Claudine, an amateur sewer and 30 year old mother of one, for instance, relies on this 
knowledge to be an informed shopper, both for herself and her young family: 
Claudine: Because I sew I look out for things like the fabrics… I turn it inside out 
look at how it’s sewn, like, I look at the lining and feel the seams and find hanging 
cotton threads and things like that… If I’m paying money I want to know that 
what’s being bought is worth it. 
 
Claudine often feels disappointed and frustrated with the quality of clothes from high street 
stores. Sewing unlocks her sensitivity to clothes, an ability to haptically unpick production 
methods. It promotes a sense of responsibility and value for things. For Claudine, sewing 
alters her shopping practices and underpins motivations to make and care for herself. 
Claudine describes herself as having ‘grown up on fabrics’, and credits almost all of her 
knowledge on garment construction and fabric quality to her mother, another skilled 
amateur sewer. Claudine recounts becoming ‘really interested’ in sewing when her family 
                                                          
45 Across the sample of young adults involved in this study, acts of making, mending and repair were 
relatively limited. Three participants in the study drew attention to their amateur making skills. Knowledge of 




migrated from South Africa to Sydney, Australia when she was aged 16. Calling to mind 
feelings of unease and anxiety in differences of fashion between her hometown on the east 
coast of South Africa and the suburbs of Sydney, sewing is a skillful tool that has helped 
her adapt to difference. The skill and knowledge of sewing is deeply grounded in familial 
relations between Claudine and her mother, ‘a family thing that’s she passed down’. Time is 
spent together, getting in touch with fabric: 
Claudine: She’d be like ‘ok, we’re making a dress so we need this kind of fabric’ so 
we’d look at all the different kinds of fabric with that and, she was just really good 
at knowing how a fabric would sew, where as I’m not that good at that yet. She’s 
like ‘if you use a stretch you need to be careful of this and if you use a lace you 
need to be careful of this’. 
 
Appreciation of clothes and the materials from which they are made infuses Claudine’s 
understanding and descriptions of garments. But becoming familiar with textiles is a slow 
process:  
Claudine: It is overwhelming at first…well I used to go to the shops with my mum 
and she knew fabrics so I learnt from her…The only way that I’m going to get 
better is to keep sewing, keep sewing, keep sewing... It’s just working with different 
fabrics and learning how they work… 
 
The completion and guaranteed use of hand-made garments relies on a comfort sensed 
through the hand and skin. Once cloth, buttons, thread and lining are assembled, time is 
needed for the body and garment to communicate and readjust. Sometimes, there are 
uncomfortable mistakes. The skirt might be ‘too stiff’, the lining could feel ‘cheap’ against 
the body, or the sequins scratch the chest: ‘It depends on what you’re sewing… again it’s 
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just about picking up and feeling it. And it depends on what you’re sewing and seeing how 
see through it is’. (Claudine) 
Failed attempts require patience and persistence. Clothes are continually sampled on the 
body in various stages of assemblage to ensure comfort:  
Claudine: So I had a style in mind of what I wanted, so I bought that particular 
fabric. The top is sequins in lace, so it was learning the skills of how to sew with 
specific needles. But it [sequins] was scratching on your body so you had to put 
facing on it. You only learn once you sew and you’re like ‘oh, that doesn’t feel very 
nice’ and someone was like ‘oh, why don’t you put facing on the back of it’ and I 
was like ‘oh, that’s a good idea’ and then it’s not scratching your body. And then I 
made a skirt, I bought fabric for the skirt but when I put it all together it wasn’t the 
right shape and also it was a bit thin. So I was like ‘ok, I’m going to need to add 
another layer underneath that to make it look more A-line and more fuller’. Then I 
bought a specific fabric. But then it just felt so cheap against your skin. It was just 
so rigid and it didn’t breath and I was like ‘no. I wouldn’t want to wear that on my 
wedding day so I redid it. So I went and got new fabric and I redid the skirt and it 
was much more comfortable. It’s just understanding the fabrics and how 
comfortable it is. 
 
The assembling of a garment is itself a process of tactility and touch. Practices of 
adaptation and maintenance arise from Claudine’s familiarity with her body, garment 
textiles and perceptions of performance that evolve over time (Gill and Lopes 2011; 
Gregson et al. 2009). Claudine relies on the cutaneous aspect of the sense of touch; the 
receptiveness of skin to the texture of fabric or the tightness of weave or weft (Paterson 
2007). She feels a sense of pleasure seeing something of comfort; value become a product 
of her skilled hand work. 
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But Claudine is not always successful in producing a high quality fit or finish (Twigger 
Holroyd 2016). Not all garments ‘feel right’ once completed, as Claudine explains:  
…when I sewed it didn’t fit right, it was all puffy in the wrong places. I think I put 
too much fabric into it… or maybe I used the wrong fabric as well. I just didn’t end 
up wearing it. I wasn’t happy with it and I didn’t have time to resew it… the fabric 
was too thick and heavy so it didn’t sit right around my stomach, it was too puffy. 
 
Even with Claudine’s amateur skill and knowledge of sewing it is not uncommon to lose 
touch. Amateur sewing projects that are ill-fitting, unflattering or uncomfortable either 
linger on (and forgotten) in sewing rooms and wardrobes – in a ‘state of absence’ 
(Hetherington 2004: 159) rather than in use (See also Chapter 7). Irritating and 
unbecoming, the boundaries of the body extend to the comfort of materials, which in 
Claudine’s case render hand-made garments as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 1966): 
unsettling, incongruous and unclassified as ‘clothing’. Such stories of losing touch – and the 
material waste involved in such projects – are often unaccounted for in accounts of making 
and sewing. The next illustration advances such themes of discomfort and irritation, and 
explores how touching clothes becomes embroiled in the haptic registers of knowing 
clothes-in-process, particularly the displeasures of clothes as they wear out. 
 
Uncomfortable wool, comforting wooliness 
The haptic qualities of clothes work in unique tension with the contents of garment textiles 
and their temporary coherence. This vignette, which draws on a conversation with Bailey, a 
21 year old full-time nursing student from Sydney, is illustrative of the ways in which the 
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boundaries of touch can work against particular material fibres and with the (un)assembling 
of clothes as they wear out over time.  
For Bailey, a single biographical cycle characterises how she, and her family household, 
interact with the haptic and sensory qualities of clothes. Two members of Bailey’s 
household suffer from eczema, a skin condition which in the case of her family is severely 
aggravated by rough or itchy fabrics. Although Bailey herself does not suffer from sensitive 
skin, over her lifetime a material disposition has evolved to a strict avoidance of natural 
wool garments. Bailey has become attuned to the presence and texture of textiles, in some 
cases eliminating certain types of fabrics (such as wool) entirely from her everyday life. So 
heightened are Bailey’s somatosensory sensitivities, that identifying fibres on other bodies 
causes uncomfortable embodied reactions. During one interview, for instance, over a 
discussion about what itches, and when, I feel Bailey’s eyes move across the wide-weave 
wool turtle neck I am wearing. She grabs my wool-covered arm suddenly, simultaneously 
retracting her body from me: ‘Ugggghhh like this! I could never put this on my skin. I don’t 
like it. I don’t like that feel on my skin’. 
The material textures of wool are shunned by Bailey, even when not worn on her own 
body. Yet, Bailey desires the haptic qualities of wool as ‘comfortable’ and ‘warm’. To mimic 
wooliness, Bailey instead wears the ‘fake stuff’ in the form of soft polyester and acrylic 
which feel smoother on her skin and don’t impact on family members. While the contents 
of garments on clothing labels hold information that can shock, repel or disgust, most 
young adult participants involved in this study hold little knowledge about the origin of 
textiles or how fabrics are produced (Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9; Hebrok et al. 
2014). The haptic qualities of fabrics are perceived in different ways. Wool, for instance, is 
comforting for some. For others, like Bailey, it is itchy and unsettling (see also Hebrok and 
207 
 
Klepp 2014). In other cases, the feel of polyester deceives participants for its mimicking of 
cotton or woollen attributes (Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). Indeed, not all touch is 
pleasurable. Somatosensory encounters also unleash discomforts and anxieties. 
With continual wear, movement and laundering, the provisional assemblage of materials 
that hold a garment together will start to unravel. Material fragility manifests: frayed hems, 
stray fibres, bobbling (or pilling) on textiles (Crăciun 2015). To suspend material 
weaknesses, Bailey seeks out ‘quality’ in clothes. Bailey knows quality, not just through 
feeling out softness or lightness, or via embodied memories of washing and use (as 
described earlier by Steph), but also via the assembled character of clothes and the presence 
of loose threads and pilling: ‘I think number one if its good quality it feels better...it won’t 
feel daggy and you won’t have loose threads coming out. And if it pills it won’t feel good’. 
Bailey continues, describing the translation of haptic sensitivity and ‘quality’ between 
siblings that calls attention to the potential disruption of smoothness on garments: 
 …that pilling thing, it comes from my brother as well… he’s always looking 
for fabrics that don’t pill so they don’t irritate his skin. So I got that from him. 
Yeah. I’m always looking for clothes that don’t pill. 
 
Later, during the same visit, Bailey explains how clothes fall out of use due to materials 
pulling apart from the made form. A ‘few balls’ might start to appear on the exterior of a 
garment due to the friction between mobile body parts or other contact surfaces. 
Eventually, balls appear on the inside of a garment too – making contact with skin 
unavoidable. Bailey likens the emergence of pilling or bobbles on the inside of garments to 
‘bumpiness on the skin’. Such subtle shifts might be unnoticeable to an onlooker, but for 
Bailey are alarm bells that signal the wearing down of clothes-in-process and the decaying, 
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discomforting surfaces that consequently sit against her skin. Bodily somatosensory 
awareness to the presence of bobbling interrupts Bailey’s perception of clothes as ‘quality’ 
– and their making as discrete and finished entities (Anusas and Ingold 2013; Ingold 2007; 
Gabrys 2013; Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). Pilling is representative of the undoing 
and breaking apart of the clothing assemblage as a consequence of its worn use.  
Uncomfortable and unappealing to the touch, eventually, such items are cast aside. An 
example of a bobble-affected garment belonging to Bailey is a much loved, and well worn, 
pair of ‘cotton trackies’46. Predictably, pilling appeared first on the outside of the tracksuit 
pants47; the emergence of bobbles marking the point when they were deemed suitable for 
house-use only. Soon after, pilling began to appear on the inside of the tracksuit pants. In 
Bailey’s household, weekly loads of laundry are washed and sorted together. It is not 
uncommon for ‘house clothes’ – like ‘trackies’ – to find their way into the wardrobes of 
other family members – including that of her sensitive brother. Thus, the presence of 
bobbles – especially those formed on the inside of the garment – and the risk of wear from 
other members of her family demand divestment. Bailey’s much-loved cotton trackies were 
‘chucked in the bin’ – discarded to landfill because of their perceived reduction in sensual 
quality and comfort. The ridding and material avoidance, on display here, are also telling of 
other contextual experiences that can influence perceptions of fabric via touch (Delong et 
al. 2007, 2012), such as caring for family. 
Bailey’s avoidance of bodily contact with particular textures is telling of the ways that 
haptic knowledge intersects with the material properties of fabrics to influence wear. 
Diligence to itchiness and roughness come not just from its material properties, but also via 
                                                          
46 In Australia, tracksuit pants are commonly, and affectionately, referred to as ‘trackies’. 
47 Australians commonly use ‘pants’ rather than ‘trousers’. To maintain consistency across this thesis, and in 
line with the participants stories, I refer to pants are used rather than trousers. 
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(dis)embodied encounters with clothes as they are wearing out. In Bailey’s case, the 
disruption caused by rough ‘bumpy’ surfaces are heightened by virtue of the shared 
experiences of skin sensitivity in Bailey’s household.  Bailey’s experiences of touch and the 
tactility of skin-wool and skin-bobble relationships re-establish boundaries between body 
and material. All fabrics, regardless of their origin, go through a process whereby the fabric 
is made to absorb and reflect their wearer through creasing, fading, stretch and pilling. As 
Bailey’s vignette suggests, qualities such as ‘wooliness’ or different textures and breakages  
are not just ‘visually apprehended or appreciated’ (Brown 2016: 6; Botticello 2014). The 
surface of the fabric acts as an embodied marker, leaving a record of bodily use and wear.  
The three vignettes described in this section reveal how the body translates material contact 
to generate particular embodied sensations. Some perceptions are sensed via cutaneous 
receptions on the skin associated with feeling ‘good’ or ‘bad’. Others emerge via the 
sensation of kinaesthetic movement and the physical awareness of material fibres pushing 
back. In the next section I explore how clothes are understood and worn via the bodily 
imprint left on them. In so doing, I turn to focus on the materials themselves to explore 
how the particular qualities of garment textiles are implicated in the experiences of wearing. 
 
Material memories: clothes in use 
Clothes, when worn over time, push back to co-create sensations of pressure and friction. 
To understand the transformations of clothes that are in use, more attention must be paid 
to the relational characteristics of materials. Thus, haptic attentiveness to clothes-in-process 
is also sensed through the ways that clothes remember us. Evidence of the body may be 
absorbed into the fabric, changing the texture and touch of the garment. Sweat rings under 
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the arm, for instance, could contribute to feelings of dirtiness (Waitt 2014; Waitt and Stanes 
2015, Appendix 5). Ripples on the neck of a cotton shirt become telling of the time it has 
been worn. Denim retains traces of bodily shapes, creases and pressures – creating much 
sought after patches of wear that gift ‘character’ to garments. Indeed, clothes and fabrics 
are laboured in many ways – they are stretched and tested before being sold, rubbed, 
washed and sweated in, garments are pushed and pulled, cared for, altered and put to new 
uses in a number of ways and changing circumstances. There is much to learn about how 
surface texture and material transformation evolve in tandem with kinaesthetic, cutaneous 
and tactile sensations. Sensing clothes through bodily touch, or as they transform in 
process, can play a fundamental role in generating a range of values and affects. In this 
section, I draw on two vignettes to describe the haptic experiences of the material wear of 
clothes over time.  
 
Worn in, but not worn out 
This vignette is drawn from a home visit with 20 year old Felipe, a full-time university 
student who lives with his family in Sydney’s western suburbs. Felipe’s wardrobe is full of 
t-shirts that are worn and valued in different ways. Some t-shirts are reserved for wearing 
to University. Others are kept for special occasions on weekends. Like Bailey, some t-shirts 
are restricted to house-use only. Felipe rarely purchases clothing for himself, and relies 
instead on gifts and hand-me-downs from family. Removing a grey cotton t-shirt from a 
folded stack of clothes in his wardrobe, Felipe recounts the journey that the t-shirt has 
taken. The t-shirt was purchased new as a gift from cousins based in the Philippines and 
Felipe put it into regular and routine use:  
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Felipe:…like this shirt, this is one that I’d probably wear out. This [one] is from the 
Phils [the Philippines], so again from family in the Phils. I wear this one a bit out to 
Uni and stuff’. 
The t-shirt is regarded as a sentimental favourite48. Felipe describes how over time the t-
shirt has begun to show wear from his body – particularly at the neckline where the collar 
has warped from being stretched over the head:  
Felipe: [How long I wear] it would depend on the amount of washes and stuff, but 
maybe a year or two?  Probably three or four? 
Elyse: And then it would start// 
Felipe: Yeah, and then the neckline would start getting all warped and stuff… or, 
when you have seams and garters and lining and stuff, those usually are the first to 
go or the first to get out of shape. If there’s some loose strings and stuff they 
probably get, they start to get longer and longer when you wash...But if you take 
care of your clothes, then it deteriorates slowly…this shirt has done that. The neck 
has worn, but it’s probably better now. Like more comfortable. 
 
Aligning the shoulders of the t-shirt against the shoulders of his own body, Felipe shows 
where the collar originally sat when the t-shirt was new, high up above his collar bone. 
With regular wear, the t-shirt collar now sits more comfortably lower down Felipe’s chest – 
pulled, stretched and warped from pulling over the head and the mechanical movements of 
washing machines. With its enduring use Felipe proudly and contentedly shows the wear of 
the garment. Implicit within Felipe’s account of his worn t-shirt are the different bodily 
rhythms and haptic processes of wearing and relating to of clothes. A t-shirt, like the one 
                                                          
48 Fans of the television series Seinfeld will recall an episode along similar lines, in which the protagonist, 
Jerry, reminisces about a favourite yellow t-shirt ‘Golden Boy’, that has just passed the threshold between 
being perfectly ‘worn in’, and being ‘worn out’ as the t-shirt begins to fray at the collar. Later in the episode, 
Golden Boy succumbs to wear and washing, and is replaced with a new favourite, ‘Baby Blue’. 
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described by Felipe above, has a different daily rhythm of care and use than a wool coat, 
for instance (Fletcher 2016). Worn against the body, t-shirts are laboured more – both in 
the practice of daily wear, and in the mechanics of caring for a garment. A coat, on the 
other hand is slower: worn seasonally, cleaned carefully.  
Felipe’s description of a cotton shirt is also testament to the living quality of garments in-
process: the softness of worn fabric, warp of ribbed collars, breakages of thread and fading 
of colour. Felipe’s cotton t-shirt has not only endured ‘the entropy of wear’ (Hauser 2004: 
298) – but wear has also been made visible through warping on the collar. Such processes 
can, in some circumstances, lead to an individual discarding the garment. But rather than 
abiding by a consumer culture that dictates that a garment can only be worn until it starts 
to show signs of its wear – Felipe celebrates the slow continuous fall of his t-shirt’s warped 
collar. He appreciates its longevity and ongoing comfort as moulded through the body. 
Rather than condemning a garment as ‘matter out of place’ (Douglas 1966) (as seen in 
Claudine and Bailey’s vignettes above), Felipe’s worn t-shirt challenges the ‘built in’ or 
‘planned obsolescence’ in clothes. Such experiences have an important role in determining 
the temporalities of use in relation to the body-work, or in other words, the material labour 
of wearing in clothes. Tensions, warps and pulls on fabric and seams are created by the 
‘mould of the body’ and mundane activities of use (Hauser 2004: 307). The wearer’s bodily 
movements, body shape and habitual activities all influence how and where wear emerges.  
 
When second-hand isn’t second best: the strength of second-hand fabrics 
The final vignette, drawn from a home visit with 21 year old Polly, looks more closely at 
the material memory imprinted in clothes, and in this case – second-hand clothes. At our 
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second meeting, Polly is three months into a yearlong self-set challenge to not purchase 
anything new. A long time shopper of second-hand clothes, but a self-identified ‘recent 
environmentalist’, the fabrics and textiles of second-hand clothes tell Polly more about the 
quality embedded within the fabric than something that could be purchased new. Buying 
clothes from second-hand stores, Polly privileges an assumed quality in clothes as they 
have been worn and used through the bodies of previous owners. For Polly, the more 
stories a fabric has lived and accumulated, beyond those of its initial production; or the 
more a garment has been worn, torn and mended, the more the fabric appeals to her 
(Crewe 2011). She favours garments with long lives:  
Polly: It’s quality at op-shops!49 … It’s funny that now I’m really trying not to buy 
anything new I can see and feel the how bad the cheap stuff is that you buy new. 
Especially when I think of some of the stuff that you can find second-hand. 
 
Encounters with clothes in second-hand stores are valued by Polly, based on their clothes’ 
use and engagement with other, unknown, bodies. Such accounts of value are rarely 
accredited in stories of second-hand consumption. However, ‘quality’ clothes do not simply 
appear in second-hand stores. As second-hand clothing waste accumulates in countries 
such as Australia, workers involved in sorting facilities and in second-hand stores are 
increasingly pressured to judge the remaining life left in used clothes50. Botticello (2014: 
167) has explored the ‘neglected terrain’ of haptic labour involved in the pre-export sorting 
of domestic charity donations in the UK. In that study, workers were found to use their 
own somatosensory perception, and embodied and tacit knowledge to reclassify and 
                                                          
49
  The term op-shop (shorthand for opportunity shop) is commonly used in Australia to describe second-
hand, thrift or charity stores. 
50   In Australia, recent reporting suggests that up to 40 per cent of all clothing donated to charity stores is 
sent directly to landfill (Pepper 2017; Press 2017). 
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revalue second-hand clothes according to their potential longevity. Across sorting factories 
and second-hand stores, the material and temporal properties of second-hand clothes are 
felt out haptically, and often rejected due to the smell, sweat or shapes of previous owners 
(Gregson and Crewe 2003; Hauser 2004). Thus, the inherent material quality of second-
hand clothes relies not only of patterns of use from the previous owner(s), nor Polly’s 
sense of judgement, but also the haptic skills and knowledge of textile sorters, and of 
charity-shop workers and volunteers who manage what is sold on the shop floor. For Polly, 
that an item of clothing has passed various assessments is testament to its ongoing use: 
Polly: I guess most of the stuff that you get in op-shops is going to be good quality 
because it’s lasted as long as it has and it still has to last the culling process of the 
op-shop, I guess, because they can’t put everything on the shelves that comes 
through. Although I wonder what would happen to the stuff that wouldn’t be that 
crap quality, just might not be the best looking, if it ends up going to people who 
need it? 
 
The persistence of a garment’s biography against the bodies of previous wearers is 
appreciated. In contrast to the delicate unworn tactility and texture of clothes in Steph’s 
vignette, Polly actively seeks out garments rich with prior bodily impressions. New shop 
clothes, in contrast, have no individuality – no worn memory – to attest to their quality. 
The ‘quality’ found in second-hand clothes is illuminated by Polly while reminiscing on a 






Polly: I bought a beautiful pair – gosh they were nice – of red shorts. And I wore 
them as a Blinky Bill51 costume. So I stitched on a tail to it and whatever, but then 
after I was done with it I was like I’m not going to use these. [So I] unstitched the 
tail, unstitched everything I’d done to it and it was back to a normal pair of shorts 
and I sent it back to the op-shop because I knew it was such a high quality pair of 
pants or shorts, that they were going to be able to recycle it. 
 
Second-hand clothes simultaneously permit particular practices, and identities. Through 
wearing second-hand clothes, Polly is able to fashion an identity as a careful 
environmentalist by reducing the amount of clothing she buys that is made from new 
materials, while at the same time highlighting the endurance of the material properties of 
quality clothes over time. More importantly, (re)consuming second-hand clothes, also via 
the haptic engagements in sorting facilities and in second-hand stores, clothing undergoes a 
second and third stage of consumption and ‘re-enchantment’ (Gregson et al. 2000). The 
material affordances of second-hand clothes are integral to the meanings created from 
them. Like the workers in Boticello’s (2014) study, Polly’s vignette highlights relations 
between person and thing – where there is a mutual engagement between wearer and 
garment, with each informing the other, in a constant process of material becoming.  
 
Conclusion 
How clothes wear in and out over time has been less well understood than the semiotic or 
aesthetic meanings that are often attributed to them. Drawing together subtleties of touch 
with the material transformation of clothes in various stages of wear, repair, texture and 
time, this paper has unravelled the haptic experiences involved in the use of clothes. By 
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combining perspectives on materials and practice, an aim of this paper has been to 
problematise object-centred notions of clothing, instead encouraging awareness of the 
ephemerality of clothes-in-process. Such an approach lends itself to the sensorial and 
haptic unfolding of individuals’ relationships with clothes (Woodward and Fisher 2014).  
The five vignettes offered in this paper each disclose a range of different haptic and 
sensory motions, and emotions that explore the boundaries of touch – specifically, how 
wearers touch clothes, and are touched by clothes in return. They illuminate how bodies 
come to be ‘in touch’ with their garments alongside daily rhythms of use and the material 
affordances of clothes. In some cases, haptic engagements with the materials and 
materialities of clothes invite somasomatic sensations that wearers find pleasurable – such 
as the smoothness of certain textiles. Conversely, there are materials that wearers find 
absorbing or challenging, such as bumps, frictions, plasticity or resistance (see also Stanes 
and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9). A focus on touch also uncovers the entropy of bodily traces: 
warped hems or saggy collars, all marks of a lived experience with assembled materials. 
While few participants in this study know how to mend or sew, a focus on touch exposes a 
series of mundane but haptic practices that are both in tune with and value the life of 
clothes. Together, this line of thought may offer new opportunities for thinking about how 
clothes are cared for, maintained and worn (Gill and Lopes 2011; Fletcher 2016) – and 
offer a different set of spatialities and temporalities than those characterised by fast and 
excessive consumption. The fluid and sensory properties of clothing and fabrics, and their 
intimate relationships with bodies, make them powerful carriers of knowledge and 
experience. 
My alternative narrative of how clothes feel rather than how clothes look has attempted to 
challenge the well-preserved narrative of clothes as singular or static objects. Theorising 
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clothes as always in-process recognises that clothes are never stable or finished 
commodities, but rather a temporary coherence of materials, held together provisionally 
and subject to transformation and fluctuation (DeSilvey 2006; Colloredo-Mansfield 2004; 
Gibson and Stanes 2017, Chapter 9). In line with Forsyth et al.’s (2013:1016) plea to 
‘scratch beneath the surface’, this paper has offered an account that tries to ‘demystify 
[clothes’] fetishistic qualities unpick their aesthetic efforts’ (see also Tolia-Kelly 2013). The 
material qualities of garments are an active, tangible force (cf. Bennett 2010) that works in 
dialogue with wearing – one that evolves over time through the material transformations of 
wearing in and wearing out clothes. A focus on clothing materials also draws out the non-
linear connections and process between manufacture, use, reuse and divestment (Chapter 
5; Woodward and Fisher 2014). These are essential tools for understanding consumer 
connections with material things.  
There are implications here for the politics and ethics of clothes use (Stanes and Gibson 
2017, Chapter 9). Political, social and economic critiques of clothes production appear to 
have overshadowed individual experience and responsibility. While surrounded by 
materials that signify their technical, sensual or pleasurable aspects (as in the case of linen, 
polar fleece or crease-free synthetics, for example), wearers are rarely encouraged to get ‘in 
touch’ with their garments. A focus on clothes-in-process, and the ephemeral and mundane 
moments of touch, sheds much needed light on our relationships, as wearers, to the 
material and temporal factors in clothes – as well as identifying seldom discussed elements 
of our visceral and embodied relationships with them. Such a method works with the 
materiality and material becomings of clothes: the frayed hems, stray fibres, bobbling 
surfaces, warped collars, puffy seams, worn friction. All of these familiar signs or wear and 
tear may change in the foreseeable future, given the advent of smart garments and peer-to-
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peer clothing – technologies intended to reconfigure bodily relations with textiles, between 
wearers, via their clothes (Foroughi et al. 2016). More prosaically, amongst growing 
discussions about how people use or avoid clothes (Fletcher 2016; Gill and Lopes 2011; 
Gill et al. 2016; Stanes and Gibson 2017, Chapter 9), this approach could be used as a 
device for reminding people of their more-than-visual nature and influence. To quote 
Louise Crewe (2011: 27) ‘things come to matter through our intimate relations with them’. 
Taking hold of such an idea through the lens of touch could constitute a resource of 
clothing interventions – in the case of mending, repair, or the potential value of goods in 
absence presence, for instance (cf. Fletcher 2016; Crewe 2011; Mansvelt 2009), or artistic 










Routes of excess: ‘fast’ fashion, 
material ordering and the careful use 
of clothes in wardrobes  
 
As discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, young adults have long been critiqued for their reputed 
excess and wastefulness. Nowhere is this more obvious than in relation to their 
consumption of clothing, as fashion. Adjectives related to clothing and fashion stimulate 
excess by attending to the new: being on trend, stylish, exciting, clean and chic. Conversely, 
‘old’ clothing is rendered redundant: tired, worn, torn, unfashionable and useless. This 
chapter departs from expectations that young people’s relationships with clothing are 
always ‘fast’ (Woodward 2015a). Using the wardrobe as an analytical portal, I explore how 
young adults negotiate and curate clothing, as part of day-to-day life, and in the cyclic 
rhythms of clothing excess and redundancy. This chapter positions the wardrobe as a 
liminal space – a space of inbetweenness, boundary and threshold. Attention is paid to the 
literal movements and placements of clothes as they move in and around the household. 
Such movements are variously implicated in practices of domestication, inhabitation and 
accommodation. At the same time, ‘following’ routes of clothing within the home, this 
chapter traces how young adults engage with ‘old-fashioned’ values of thrift and frugality 
by various ‘modern’ and innovative means. It argues that the particular ‘material literacies’ 
of the current generation of young adults reframe dominant ideas of their excessive 
consumption and resultant redundancies. Such literacies also complicate and challenge 
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supposed ‘in-built’ obsolescence within cycles of fast fashion production and consumption 
directed at young adults, in altogether productive and unexpected ways. 
 
Opening up the wardrobe  
Wardrobes play an important, yet seldom discussed, role in the cyclic rhythms of clothing 
use. They are at once a physical place of storage, a capsule for clothing collections and a 
method of care. As a site of domestic containment, wardrobes share an affinity with other 
containers of storage – such as refrigerators or freezers – as a ‘node for consumption and 
provision’ (Waitt and Phillips 2016: 362; Hand and Shove 2007; Evans 2014). The spatial 
nature of wardrobes is itself, liminal. They are concealed sites where value is transformed 
(Hirschman et al. 2012). Wardrobes are constitutive of the patterning of everyday living, 
and a familiar coming together of practices, materials, competencies and skills (Shove et al. 
2012). But the wardrobe’s location in practices of acquisition, storage and divestment also 
hints at accumulation and excess – where the keeping of clothes is ‘for wearing or not’ 
(Gregson and Beale 2004: 690; Banim and Guy 2001). The reading of excess developed in 
this chapter troubles familiar notions of immobile surplus and overabundance. ‘Routes of 
excess’ are located within the journeys traversed by clothes that are put on and taken off, 
that ‘pile up around the path of daily routines’, that don’t fit in wardrobes, that shift from 
room to room, and that are left in spaces ‘where things fall out of use’ (Cwerner and 
Metcalfe 2003: 231; Gregson and Beale 2004). Such routes are various. Clothes are 
continuously moved, diverted, intercepted and blocked in and across various spaces in 
homes. ‘Following’ the literal movement and placement of clothes via wardrobes sheds 
light on the novel ways in which young adults negotiate, wear and maintain clothes. Amidst 
growing environmental concern around the impacts of clothes use lies an opportunity to 
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re-consider things, practices or modes of thinking that might be otherwise considered 
excessive.  
The aim of this chapter is twofold. First, I explore how clothes move around and through 
the home, thereby contributing to insights on everyday household sustainabilities that tend 
to be missed when focusing solely on practice (see Evans 2018; Gregson 2007). The 
themes addressed in this chapter align with thesis sub-narratives including consumption, 
curation, care and everyday domestic practice. Second, I revisit the narratives of young 
adults as materialistic and excessive, as outlined in Part One, to interrogate how wardrobes 
are a part of the day-to-day negotiations of consumption. This chapter argues that the 
material literacies of contemporary young adults reframe dominant stereotypes about their 
excessive consumption.  
Prompted by recent work across material culture and the material geographies of 
household sustainability which have sought to ‘follow’ things as they move into and 
through everyday domestic spaces of consumption (Gibson et al. 2013; Head et al. 2013; 
Evans 2014, 2018; Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011b; Gregson 2007), this chapter examines 
the trajectories of clothes within households. It offers a means to understand the use of 
clothes beyond the now well-rehearsed material practices that surround acquisition, loss 
and divestment. It focuses instead on how clothes move between categories of use and 
storage, emphasising where clothes are placed in and around the home – ‘a practice that is 
as much spatial’ as it is material or temporal (Hetherington 2004: 159). In this process, I 
disrupt representations of wardrobes as storage. Following the ‘fashion journeys’ of young 
adults, I argue for a curatorial sensitivity to wardrobes that is detailed in everyday and 
mundane tasks (including storing and tidying, folding, maintaining and wearing) that 
promotes movement. But at the same time, curation also risks clothes falling into liminal 
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spaces. The organisation of things and the mobility of clothing’s accommodation provides 
insights to the ‘missing bit in the middle’ of how ‘stuff’ moves around people’s homes 
(Evans 2018: 113; Gregson and Beale 2004; Gregson 2007; Branim and Guy 2001).  
The approach taken here joins previous studies that have used the wardrobe as a 
methodological tool to investigate consumption in the patterning of everyday life. Central 
to the ‘wardrobe method’52 approach is an understanding of how wardrobes mediate 
identities, practices, relations and values between clothes and wearers (Klepp and Bjerck 
2014; Woodward 2007, 2015b; Woodward and Greasely 2017; Skov 2011; Skjold 2014, 
2016). Sophie Woodward’s (2007) intimate ethnography with British women, for instance, 
offered rich empirical insights on the challenges and constraints that women negotiate 
when dressing – giving some sense of the value of clothes that are left un(der)used in hard 
to reach areas of wardrobes. Using an inventory approach with Danish men, Else Skjold 
(2014, 2016) found that  ‘left over’ collections of clothes were vital in maintaining 
relationships between past, present and future ideas of self. The ‘fashion journeys’ 
presented here are less about the decisions young adults make about how clothing is worn 
in everyday life, or how different items of clothes in wardrobes relate to one another. 
Instead, this chapter takes as its point of departure an interest in how the space of 
wardrobes intersects with practices of wear. ‘Following’ the multiple trajectories of clothes 
as they move into, around and out of home, opens up possibilities for telling the 
geographical biographies of things as they are consumed alongside practices and 
experiences of everyday life, domestic space and relations of the connected household 
(Crewe 2011; Gregson and Crewe 2003, Gibson et al. 2013; Head et al. 2013; Evans 2018 – 
see also Chapter 3). While the scale of the household has long been of interest to 
                                                          
52 The wardrobe is now seen as such a significant research tool, design academic Kate Fletcher and social 
scientist Ingun Grimstad Klepp recently published an edited collection of 50 research methods created by 50 
authors, all centred around the wardrobe. See Fletcher and Klepp (2017). 
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geographers, this chapter returns to empirical gaps raised in Chapters 3 and 4, reflecting 
that young adults are rarely part of such discussions. The themes explored here connect 
more broadly to discussions that are representative of the trajectories of clothes in use: the 
transience of materials (Gregson et al. 2007a, b; Gregson et al. 2010; see also Chapter 9), 
dirt and disorder (Douglas 1966; Waitt 2014; Waitt and Stanes 2015) and of the gaps and 
fissures of disposal (Hetherington 2004).   
Revisiting themes introduced in Part One, the second aim of this chapter is to interrogate 
stereotypes of young adults’ excessive consumption through their wardrobe spaces and 
practices (see also Collins 2014, 2015). It is noteworthy that the majority of clothes 
contained within the wardrobes of the young adults who participated in this study fit within 
the ‘amorphous’ category of ‘fast fashion’ (Crewe 2017: 7). Unless buying from second-
hand stores or gifted hand-me-downs, clothes were generally purchased from high street 
retailers or non-descript local boutiques. The vast majority of clothes in these young adult’s 
wardrobes were what could be categorised as ‘low-cost’53 from broad and generic fashion 
houses or global brands. It is also worth noting that, with the exception of one participant, 
Polly, the young adult participants in this study rarely purchased clothes on the basis of any 
type of ‘environmental’ or ‘ethical’ credential. While all participants shared either concern 
for the environment (corresponding to the caricatures described in Part One) or showed 
sympathy towards social justice issues in the clothing industry (or indeed both), these did 
not appear to impact the types of clothes purchased, or the volume acquired. From an 
environmental standpoint, all of my participants had more clothes than was necessary or 
desirable. Yet some clothes, regardless how they were made, or at what cost, were in long-
term relationships with their wearers. Such themes dovetail with previous accounts of 
                                                          
53 There are many questions about what the descriptor ‘fast fashion’ entails (Crewe 2017). In this study, the 
majority of the clothes shown to me by young adult participants were from low to mid-range price points.  
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clothing being ‘accidentally’ (Fletcher 2012, 2016) or ‘unintentionally’ (Park 2010) durable. 
Notions of ‘excess’ were confounded, in the participants’ narratives, by wardrobes’ 
capacities to facilitate clothing maintenance and care, and by the different routes of excess 
that clothes took within day-to-day rhythms of use. Echoing themes discussed in Part One, 
the depiction of young adults as ‘excessive’ may misrepresent the lived experience. 
Sustainable clothing practices might not always involve obvious actions – and might 
instead be supported (inadvertently) by the physicality of domestic spaces and the practices 
undertaken within them.  
This chapter is comprised of four sections. First, I detail the materiality of the wardrobe – 
how young people live with, and in the influence of wardrobes. A more fluid reading 
reveals how wardrobes intersect with housing tenure and housing mobility, which both 
influence, and are influenced by, practices of tidying, sorting and divesting – particularly 
when available space is exhausted. I then turn specifically to outline the variegated practices 
of storing, tidying, displaying and folding that occur within wardrobes. Wardrobes promote 
personalised and long lasting relationships with clothes – sustaining connections, and 
enabling clothing care and maintenance. A focus on mundane, daily practices leads to the 
penultimate section of the chapter where I discuss the rhythms of clothes-use as they are 
worn in, and worn out. This includes consideration of how the placement of clothing 
categorises items as ‘clean’ or ‘dirty’, with consequences for environmental sustainability. 
Finally I detail the movement of clothes from the perspective of liminality and divestment, 
illustrating how young adults manage ‘stored’ or ‘lost’ clothing in wardrobes, and how 
households interact around this. Following earlier findings from Rebecca Collins (2014, 
2015 and Collins and Hitchings 2012), and giving further empirical weight to the themes 
explored in Part One of this thesis, I argue that while young adults enjoy material 
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abundance, their consumption practices are far more complex. This chapter provides 
insights into the ways in which young adults’ clothing practices trouble the dominant and 
simplistic caricature of excessive young consumers. This type of discussion is often absent 
from conversations about how people use and engage with fashion, particularly when it 
comes to young adults. 
 
Storing, keeping, protecting: the material geographies of wardrobes 
Planned domestic interiors for storage were universalised throughout 18th Century French 
and British architecture, alongside the development of a growing middle class, rising 
consumption and (in the case of fashion) the ready-to-wear clothing industry (Cwerner and 
Metcalfe 2003; Edwards 2013). Ideas of cleanliness, order and the careful and safe storage 
of material possessions (including clothes) were essential to the design of living spaces 
(Edwards 2013). According to Saulo Cwerner (2001: 83), the wardrobe facilitated the 
‘rationalization of the domestic space...characterized by order, practicality, and design’: 
there was a place for everything, and everything had its place. Domestic ‘storage’ is now a 
priority in a ‘properly conceived home’ to enable ‘the smooth flow of goods, materials and 
people through the dwelling’ and a perceived general absence of clutter (Cwerner and 
Metcalfe 2003: 233; see also Dowling 2008). ‘Wardrobes’ can take several different 
arrangements, within and beyond the domestic space. They are  ‘not only the physical walls 
of the closet, but…an entire structure of different storage spaces with corresponding 
criteria for where and what clothes should be kept and how clothes should be moved 
between them’ (Klepp and Bjerck 2014: 375). The wardrobes in this study extended 
beyond dressers, sideboards and closets to include alternative spaces – such as attics, 
garages, boxes, cars and floors – all of which underscore the complexity and mobility of 
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clothes. All but one of the participants in this study used at least one wardrobe to store 
their personal clothes. Indeed, 13 of 23 participants used more than one wardrobe 
(although second wardrobes were often shared with co-inhabitants). 
The wardrobes encountered in this study were heterogeneous. Some wardrobes were 
contained by walls: manufactured from pine, chipboard, timber veneer or laminate. Some 
had doors that opened and shut. Other doors slid on sticky runners with mirrors covered 
in fingerprints. Some wardrobes looked and felt more temporary: poorly put together 
shelving or wonky stand-alone racks that openly divulged the contents. Inside and around 
the primary wardrobe were various sizes of plastic tubs, clothes hangers and drawers, all of 
which contributed to the micro-infrastructures of the wardrobe ‘assemblage’ within the 
home. Other facets of the wardrobe were more inadvertent and haphazard: unused and in-
between liminal spaces where ‘stuff’ piled up, bedroom corners, garages, attics and 
laundries. 
Keeping items in wardrobes is at once a practice of containment that avoids clutter and a 
method to shelter and slow material wear when clothes are not in use. In order to stay 
intact, the material qualities of clothes need protection from dust, light and dampness 
(Edwards 2013). Like all collections, clothes need to be sorted, organised and stored in a 
way that will safeguard them. The wardrobes in this study were governed by particular sets 
of values and rules, materialities and identities which contained both ‘historical layers of use 
and expectations of behaviour’ (Dowling 2008: 539). Wardrobes were an active force 
within the ‘connected household’ (Head et al. 2013). They influenced ‘interactions between 
animate and inanimate entities’, but also the internal dynamics and practices of everyday life 
(Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011a: 2; Head et al. 2013). Wardrobes were at once containers 
for clothes, personal care and sentimental objects – and held negotiations of complex 
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politics, practices, movements and flows (Gibson et al. 2013). But not all of the wardrobes 
encountered in this study fulfilled functions of containment and protection equally. The 
varied social, symbolic and physical materialities of wardrobes induced different 
expressions of use, and in turn, participants both loved and loathed what their wardrobes 
offered them.  
Before continuing it is worth pausing, briefly, to reflect on the housing transience of the 
young adults who were part of this study. In this sample, five participants had moved 
(either to a purchased or rental home, or returning their parents’ household) in the 
previous year. Two participants were preparing to move from their current home in the 
near future. Such transience resonates with Chapter 4, which illustrated the extent to which 
the lifecourse intersects with housing tenure to shape everyday domestic practices including 
energy and water use and the provision of household shopping. Similar limitations 
extended to how people felt at home in new or rental dwellings (Easthope 2014, 2016). 
This influenced how young people lived with, and in the influence of, different wardrobes.  
Selina had a positive disposition towards her wardrobe. Newly married, Selina and her 
husband Simon had recently moved into the self-contained bottom level of a two-storey 
home owned by her family, which had been retrofitted from a large open plan rumpus 
room to suit their needs. The walk-in they used as their primary wardrobe had been 
converted from a wine cellar. Dark, cool and previously affected by ‘mould because it was 
all closed off’, the wardrobe had been renovated prior to moving in: ‘they included vents to 
help with the mould…And these shelves, like all of these shelves weren’t here. My dad has 
built all of it…’. 
The space that Selina and Simon shared was not just ‘storage’. It represented domestic 
entanglements, feelings and new routines that symbolised how they were learning to live 
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together. It was central to processes of accommodation (Miller 2001, 2002; Gregson 2007) 
and ideals of homemaking, as Selina explained:  
when I was moving out I found it difficult to organise again after I had already 
organised at my parents and so I had a separate section for blouses and skirts, and a 
separate sections for shirts, whereas now I have everything in together, and then I 
have to pack some of them away as well, like the jumpers and knits I have to pack 
away so they don’t take up so much room… but yeah it [the wardrobe] means 
everything to me (laughs), especially the fact that I’ve organised everything where I 
can understand where everything is, make the most of everything we have. 
 
Creating a space for clothes to circulate was grounded in social relations of cohabitation 
and proximity. Building the wardrobe was a process, documented in the unmaking (of 
living with parents) and remaking (of married life). The wardrobe was also central to the 
unmaking and remaking of daily life together. The materialities of the wardrobe were 
central to the organisation, laundering and storage of clothes, which helped Selina to fulfil 
her perceived domestic responsibilities – as a wife and as a homemaker54:   
Selina: …if once I’ve finished with my clothes and I’ve got something like a jacket 
that’s still clean I’ll put whatever needs to go in the wash and I’ll hang it straight 
away ‘cause I don’t like things to accumulate in the room. Same with my husband, 
he knows that if there’s something that needs to be washed to put it there and I’ll 
see them there and I’ll know it’s for the wash. Yeah he knows that now. And if I’m 
not here he can take it to the laundry himself.  
                                                          
 54 The concept of ‘homemaker’ and practices of maintaining a ‘good home’ are complex and fraught. While I 
acknowledge that gendered practices are important to understanding domestic storage, there is not space in 
this chapter to discuss such practices in detail. While a number of the participants in this study shared 
wardrobes as a part of partnerships, only two identified themselves as homemakers, or concerned themselves 
with homemaking – likely due to their life stage or cultural beliefs. For further discussion see Dowling (2008) 
and Blunt and Dowling (2006). 
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The wardrobe, in Selina’s house, was a domestic site for homemaking and dwelling where 
norms, meanings and routines are established.  
Unlike Selina, other young adults involved in this study had not built or renovated their 
homes, and had little say in the design or structure of their wardrobes. The material 
limitations of wardrobes were particularly apparent amongst participants who either rented, 
or were residentially mobile. In Australia, rates of home ownership amongst young adults 
are declining, and long-term rental is on the rise (Daley et al. 2014). Private rental tenants 
are afforded little control over how they use their dwellings. Rental properties often lack 
storage and tenants are limited as to what kinds of storage infrastructure they can install. 
Andrew had recently moved from a short return stay at his parents’ family home in western 
Sydney to a two-bedroom rental apartment in Sydney’s east. There were a number of things 
that Andrew liked about his new home – its location and sociability, privacy and 
independence, and shorter commute to work. Andrew was less pleased with the contents 
of the semi-furnished apartment – and in particular, the standalone chipboard wardrobe 
that was made available to him in his bedroom:  
Andrew: I would like to hang them all [clothes], but as you can see I’m using this 
shit, wooden plastic box that I’m putting my clothes into… Yeah IKEA! This was 
probably like 8 bucks (laughs)…usually I’ve just had built-ins, like sliding mirrors 
and all of that. It definitely affects the way I perceive what I choose to wear 
because what I’m picking, for example out of my old built-in or even at my parents’ 
house, what I’m pulling out of a built-in, I don’t know? It just feels different, where 
as I fucking I feel like I’m still living out of a giant suitcase. It’s still not permanent, 





The physical materiality of Andrew’s wardrobe destabilised his ability to hang his shirts, 
jackets and pants. As a result, clothes spilt out of his wardrobe. Andrew’s disposition 
towards his contained wardrobe influenced his attachment toward his apartment, and what 
he considered to be ‘home’ for himself and his belongings. The role of the wardrobe was 
not just about the safe containment of clothes. It was also part of making home. This 
experience of renting highlights the importance of internal infrastructure to house-as-
home. When basic amenities of a home – like good wardrobes – are taken away from 
renters, a sense of impermanence persists.  
Nick had a similar experience. Nick and his partner had recently moved out of a one 
bedroom apartment that they shared, into a larger rental sharehouse with his father and a 
friend. Nick’s new rental home was a 1950s three bedroom, one bathroom fibro 
weatherboard cottage. Nick described it as a ‘shitbox’ – adding that it was a source of 
temporary accommodation to save money and look after his father while he was recovering 
from recent surgery.  
In Nick’s current rental property there were no built-in wardrobes in any of the bedrooms. 
Storage in general was limited. Showing me a spare room, Nick pointed towards some 
markings on the roof: ‘there used to be a [built-in] wardrobe here I think?...That’s the one 
thing I wish I had’. Built-in wardrobes, in particular, emerged across the ethnography as 
being important for the curation of, relations with, and negotiations around clothes and 
other personal objects – such as personal care items – but also alcohol, photos and jumbled 
assortments of things (Adcock 2016). Anticipating that his stay in this home would be 
short-term, but requiring storage for his and his partner’s clothes, Nick repurposed a 
modular television cabinet – gifted to him by his mother when she moved interstate – into 
a wardrobe. But instead of providing him space, Nick’s scant collection of clothes (in 
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comparison to his partner) meant that his clothing was relegated to the peripheral, hard-to-
reach cabinets of the modular unit: 
Nick: I got shunned because I don’t have that many clothes, well I have less clothes 
so I’ve got these two. So I’ll put my going out clothes here [points to the exposed 
top shelf] and I’ll put like my work clothes and workout clothes there [points to an 
enclosed bottom cupboard], but there’s not a lot of space and sometimes they get 
mixed up and I can’t find them. It’s a bit of a mess really. Everything is just kind of 
shoved in places to, ah, they’ll fit, like there’s no organisation. 
 
For Nick, the process of accommodation was more fraught because of the lack of 
structured and organised storage space in his make-shift wardrobe. A home without built-
in wardrobes raised anxieties around order, display, mess and clutter. According to Nick, 
wardrobes are ‘all about managing how you present yourself to the world’. In a situation of 
temporary accommodation, alternative wardrobe infrastructure was found in order to 
‘make do’.  
Effective storage is known to contribute toward the minimisation of clothes wear and tear 
(Woodward 2007; Gibson and Stanes 2011). Narratives of ‘excess’ belie the complexities of 
intersecting factors and processes by generalising how different modes of living and 
accompanying material arrangements produce different outcomes for sustainability. As 
young adults are increasingly forced out of home ownership into transient and temporary 
rental housing, some home-making tasks (such as the organising and storing clothes) might 
be more difficult to uphold. In the case of renters within this study, the materiality of the 
wardrobe and their capacity to contain and protect clothes, intersected via ‘zones of 
friction and traction’ (Head et al. 2013) with housing markets, the provisions of renting, 
and the transience of young adults, particularly those living in sharehouse arrangements 
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(McNamara and Connell 2007; Easthope 2016, Stanes et al. 2015 – see also Chapter 4). 
While the concept of home and dwelling has received significant attention over the past 
decade, far less attention has been given to the experiences of people who rent (recent 
work from Easthope 2014, 2016; Hoolochan et al. 2017; Petrova 2018 for important 
exceptions). How the young adults in this study managed their clothes was closely aligned 
with the lifecourse and housing tenure. The rush to conclude that ‘excess’ is problematic 
neglects how everyday practices intersect with housing transitions that shift and change 
across the lifecourse. 
Notwithstanding disruptions such as moving, wardrobes had a logistical materiality that 
enabled wearers to accomplish domestic practices – what could be purchased, what was 
worn, how things could be cleaned. David’s employment as a fly-in, fly-out worker55 on a 
rotation of ‘four weeks on and four weeks off’ meant that he had forgone regular 
accommodation. During his monthly ‘off-swings’, David travelled abroad or interstate, or 
stayed in friends’ spare bedrooms or on couches. David’s backpack was his wardrobe:  
David: It’s pretty much just clothes and then a few entertaining things like laptops, 
hard drives, maybe a skateboard, a couple of surfboards. But yeah, my main 
possessions are [kept] in my head or in a backpack. 
 
In David’s backpack were a few t-shirts, underwear, socks, two pairs of board-shorts and 
one jumper. The remainder of his clothes were geographically dispersed between storage 
boxes housed with family members, hung in the spare wardrobes of friends’ houses, and in 
the boot of his recently acquired car. While David’s car offered a somewhat personal space 
                                                          
55 Fly-in fly-out (FIFO) labour is a method of employment in remote areas. FIFO workers are flown 
temporarily to the work site instead of permanently relocating employees and their families. In Australia, the 
rotation of fly-in fly-out work are often referred to as ‘on swing’ and ‘off swing’. 
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in which to store his clothing, it also underscored the reality of his life without a more 
permanent storage location: 
David: It’s just like, I open my car and I’m like, this is my life right in front of me. 
It’s not like I walk into a home or into a room and think this is my life…yeah, my 
life is in bags…Sometimes I’m like, ‘Oh shit. What am I doing? I need a home for 
these bad clothes’. 
 
David’s car was his primary wardrobe, storing his clothing and all manner of personal 
belongings from toothbrushes to surfboards. As David moved between domestic locations 
on his ‘off swing’, things moved in and out of the car with him. Although mobile – the car 
offered some sense of permanency for keeping his possessions. When David was working 
(‘on swing’) the car was parked safely in a friend’s garage. This secure location permitted 
material accumulation:  
David: …in the last six months my friends have given me some clothes, and I’ve 
actually bought some new clothes, like a week ago; so maybe my friends are trying 
to ground me and I’m trying to ground myself? ‘Cause it can be a little bit hard to 
travel with you know, two or three big bags of clothes, ‘cause I am accumulating 
things at the moment… My car is actually totally full of clothes. Um, the boot is 
anyway. Yeah. Two big beach bags full of clothes, or maybe like two big backpacks, 
like 30 kilos or 40 kilos. 
 
What David’s story suggests is how the material affordances of storage space can lead to 
the material abundance of clothes. David had lived comfortably between off and on swings 
over a two year period with a single backpack – however, when afforded his own space to 
accumulate clothes (i.e. his car), his ‘wardrobe’ suddenly grew.   
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For the participants in this study, having ‘enough’ clothes was less about how many t-shirts, 
pants, dresses or skirts might be required to fulfil social or cultural identities. Instead, as 
David’s quote points out, the volume of clothes young adults owned was influenced by the 
material affordances of the wardrobe available to them. Participants only commented that 
they owned too much when they could no longer fit more clothes into wardrobes, as 
Michelle expressed: ‘I guess when things are full I have to re-evaluate’. Thus, the material 
affordances of wardrobes permitted accumulation. This was also the case where space 
‘appeared’ while clothes were in use: 
Bailey: And it’s really bad because once I take things out of my wardrobe and put 
them somewhere else, that [empty] space in the wardrobe goes away because I put 
more [new] clothes in it. So now they’re stuck back on my floor until summer, 
‘cause I don’t have anywhere else to put them. 
 
The material affordances of wardrobes were an important feature in being able to tidy, put 
away, protect, hide and re-route clothing excess. Wardrobes were not simply ‘storage’. They 
were not static. Wardrobes were an imbrication of household dynamics and non-human 
entities. A wardrobe’s design, materials, internal micro-infrastructures, the objects within it 
– and the relationships they facilitated – were all part of the process of accumulating, 
accommodating, storing, keeping and protecting clothes. Moving on from the materialities 






Accommodating excess: the logics of display 
Not all clothes are used with the same frequency. For the participants in this study, some 
clothes were worn as part of work or study routines. Some clothes were only used on a 
seasonal basis. Other clothes passed out of interaction with owners while still remaining in 
their possession. Gregson et al. (2002a) has previously discussed the spatialities of display 
in relation to how different zones within shops – such as the shop floor, the back room 
and the window display – are differentiated through material properties and practice. For 
the participants in this study, similar spatial evaluations were a part of domestic storage. 
The location of storage was related to the value of clothes. Not dissimilar to the curation of 
objects around the home, groups of clothes were curated, by young adults, to promote wear:  
Bede: I just put it on the right side, because I want to wear it as much as possible I 
suppose, because it’s new…You want to make the most out of the purchase I 
suppose? Like, you don’t want to forget about it…I’ve separated it from my normal 
t-shirts and gym clothing, like gym shirts. This is more in line with the clothes that I 
want to wear, like when I want to dress up and everything, or when I want to go 
out. Especially here, I’m fortunate with what I want to pick. 
 
Bede made clothing visible so as to avoid items being ‘lost’ or ‘forgotten’ within wardrobes 
and storage spaces. For Selina, ensuring a sightline to clothes enabled excess to be 
managed: 
Selina: And everything starts getting squashed and when things get squashed the 
less you can see, so um, I took them off and took them on the bed and sorted 
things back into the cupboard and instead of putting them in box, which I was 




The curation of clothes was also balanced by aesthetic concerns: the sensitivities of 
materials, the temporalities of seasons or fashion, the ordering practices of co-inhabitants 
and the technologies available. Clothes were tried on, worn, hung, washed and repacked 
into cupboards, drawers or shelves. Some clothes were hung carefully on particular hangers 
to avoid pulling, warping or damaging fibres; materials were separated for fear of 
transference; dresses were moved around based on length so they would not be lost; 
jumpers were pulled half an inch forward so they could be seen odd socks were paired 
together; t-shirts were folded the ‘right way out’. All of these movements tweaked the 
display of clothes, sorted collections, groomed objects and contributed to the keeping of a 
tidy and useable space (Gregson 2007). Wardrobes emerged as sites of vernacular practice 
where bodies and storage infrastructures tended to materials in motion. Clothes were 
always on the move.  
Over the course of the fieldwork, I was surprised (and at times, even a little overwhelmed) 
by the diverse and creative storage techniques my young adult participants used to manage 
excess. These techniques were indeed used as a method to manage excess(ive) amounts of 
clothes. However, diverse methods of display also gave insights into the ways in which 
clothing is valued, used, cared for and maintained – rather than simply discarded (Gill et al. 
2016; Fletcher 2016). Such practices signify a set of spatialities and temporalities that do 
not neatly adhere to notions of fast and excessive consumption (see Chapter 3). This is 
exemplified in two cases from Michelle and Polly.  
Although driven by the frustrations of an overflowing t-shirt drawer and the need to fit 
more in – Michelle had developed a particular technique of folding t-shirts so she could 
easily see and select what she wanted to wear. This avoided t-shirts getting lost at the 
bottom of the pile. Instead of folding t-shirts and stacking them on top of one another, 
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they were folded and stacked vertically on their edge (Figure 7.1). While this technique 
enabled Michelle ‘to fit more in’, it also allowed her to see how many t-shirts she owned – 
thus keeping t-shirts in rotation: 
Michelle: I have so many shirts and they were all just piled on top of one another in 
my shirt drawer and I could never find anything so I worked out this way of folding 
them so I could find things more easily.  
Elyse: Oh right, so how do you fold them? 
Michelle: I found out this way on Pinterest. There were heaps of suggestions on 
there. And YouTube too. I’ve tried to keep the more plain ones at the front so I 
know. And then I have like a cat on [this shirt]. Here are my plain singlets, you 
know, plain straps or thick straps. That’s not even my shirt, just Sam’s shirt that 
doesn’t fit [him] anymore. And these are all band shirts that I used to wear when I 
went through a phase. 
 
As a t-shirt stacker myself, after I visited Michelle I ran an internet search of clothes storage 
techniques – and was offered over 15,000,000 hits with titles such as ‘53 Seriously Life-
Changing Clothing Organization Tips’, ‘How To Organise A Lot Of Clothing In Very 
Little Closet Space’ and ‘Alternative Methods To Storing Clothes Without A Closet’. 
Pinterest led me on a long journey of clothes storage solutions without a closet, for small 
spaces, living with a baby, DIY and creative hacks. My own housing mobility and on-going 






Figure 7.1: Michelle’s vertically arranged t-shirts, to fit more in. 
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While Michelle’s t-shirt folding methods afforded her a way of fitting more into her 
drawers, Polly’s method of storage was more about finding techniques that relieved her 
anxieties around the amount of clothes she owned. Polly regretfully described items of 
clothing that represented unworn excess: a dress might have been purchased for a party, 
but never ended up being worn, or second-hand clothes that inspired alteration, but 
required changes beyond her level of technical skill so thus remained unused. In an effort 
to aid her anxieties around the excess clothes that filled her wardrobe – and align herself 
with more environmentally sustainable ideals of minimalism – Polly had recently purchased 
a copy of the best-selling book, ‘The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up’ by Marie Kondo 
(2014). The book hinges upon the Japanese art of decluttering and organising – popularly 
named the KonMari method. The central thesis is: ‘unless you truly, deeply love an item, it 
has no business in your home’. The KonMari method asks followers to get back in touch – 
quite literally – with the objects (clothes, in this case) by handling, trying and wearing them, 
promoting a form of object-love56. Polly explained how, over a period of two weeks, she 
‘KonMari’ed’ her room – taking everything out of wardrobes, drawers and plastic bags to 
reassess its value based on how she felt about the item: 
Polly: It’s so much easier to get dresses now. Everything that I look at I like, so I 
look through and say ‘which one do I like the most today’ and pull it out, but yeah. 
Everything I like. 
 
                                                          
56 The sense of ‘order’ promoted with by the KonMari method sits in tension with the types of value which 
can emerge from practices of discard, loss or memory, as earlier described by Crewe (2011). The nuance of 
this is unable to be fully unpacked here – but may serve as some stimulus for future research engaging with 
the value of consumption of ‘possessions’ versus ‘their exchange and movement’ (Crewe 2011:44). 
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Clothes that fell outside of the KonMari mantra were released back into circulation – 
namely to charity stores or friends – both as a means of managing accumulation and 
rectifying mistaken acquisitions (Gregson and Beale 2004). 
Rather than spending time trying to fit clothes into her wardrobe, Polly spent time putting 
clothes away: ‘I’m always unfolding my socks now, ‘cause I roll them together not inside 
out on top of each other’. T-shirts, pants and jumpers were also stored in drawers in a way 
that made them obvious, rather than hidden (Figure 5.2). Purposeful acts of display 
avoided new clothes being introduced to Polly’s wardrobe:  
Polly: I’ve cut down my wardrobe and I’m trying not to buy. But in order to do that 
the first step I had to make was to cull so much of my clothes, which is wastage, 
but, I guess had I not done that I wouldn’t have [stripped back my wardrobe] at all. 
That was a big thing, that was, a reminder, a big lifestyle change, I guess? Every 
time I come back here, I just think I’ve gone to the effort to use only the clothes 
that I need. I don’t need to grow my wardrobe again.  
 
Although informal and mundane, the skills, tools and labour described by Michelle and 
Polly are essential to understanding consumer connections with material things. Such 
practices are often overlooked in studies on consumption. They also signify a level of care 






Figure 7.2: Visible storage, the KonMari method of keeping clothes.                     
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While the visible placement of clothes challenges assumptions of young adults’ fickle 
consumption choices – so too can the purposeful and longer-term rotation of clothes. In 
order to make other clothes visible, temporarily redundant clothes were often moved into 
periods of liminal storage, especially during transition points between seasons. The 
temporal circulation of clothes has been addressed elsewhere (see Glover 2012, for 
instance) – but as a method used across many of the young adults’ wardrobes in this study, 
it is worth revisiting here. Clothes were typically removed from the primary wardrobe and 
stored in cardboard boxes, plastic bags or plastic tubs in secondary wardrobes, garages, 
underneath beds or in laundries: 
Claudine: I like to keep my wardrobe for the seasons. I hate when things are so 
squashed that you can’t get to your clothes and see what’s there. Yeah, I just took a 
whole lot of the summer stuff and chucked it in the other cupboard so I had more 
room for the actual stuff I’ll wear.  
 
As with the various storage techniques mentioned thus far, ‘packing away’ clothes was 
made possible by a material capacity to ‘place’ clothes elsewhere (Hetherington 2004). 
Waving her hands in between the clothes in her wardrobe Claudine took pleasure in 
describing the ease with which she could find the garments she was searching for. There 
was a sense of frustration in having to look for clothes. There is no denying that the 
practice of rotating clothes in and out of wardrobes is a consequence of excess, but as 
Gregson et al. (2007a) argue, concern with the ‘throw-away society’ has overshadowed the 
significance of storing away and keeping. Whether placing clothes in storage is an act of 
‘sustainable’ consumption remains open to debate (Gibson et al. 2011a). But in Claudine’s 
case at least, when the time came to unpack temporarily redundant clothes in storage, she 
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described being excited by the possibilities those clothes brought with them. As found in 
Glover’s (2012) Australian study on the divestment of household objects, and Collins’ 
(2014) research with British teens around youth consumption, through the process of 
storing, Claudine’s clothes were periodically re-valued through a period of non-use. Some 
have compared the temporal revisiting of clothes to the satisfaction gained from clothes 
swaps – where old objects are made new again (Woodward 2007; Albinsson and Perera 
2009). Conversely, Collins (2014) questions how often rediscovered possessions are actually 
brought back into ‘active use’.  How might temporal habits lead to a seasonal stockpiling of 
clothes where fashions have already moved on? Where and how clothes (amongst other 
things) become trapped in wardrobes is addressed further below (see also Chapter 9). 
Crucially, Claudine, Sara, Polly, Michelle and Bede all raised a theme that occurred multiple 
times throughout this thesis: making the most out of your clothes. In the micro-
geographies of the participants’ wardrobes, the display of clothes was constantly 
reappraised and reworked. Curation and spatial order were key to ensuring items were used 
and cared for, and to avoid items falling into the liminal space of the wardrobe. While 
young adults (and fashion consumers more broadly) are regularly appraised for eschewing 
environmental and social responsibilities, the skills and processes that sustain clothes are 
notably overlooked. Stepping into the wardrobes of young adults revealed a range of tasks 







Care and stewardship in wardrobes 
Varied strategies of material resourcefulness were employed – through the research 
participants’ wardrobes – to manage, negotiate or transcend cycles of excess and 
redundancy. Individual haptic skills, collective cultural norms and the agency of products 
themselves shaped the value and ongoing care and maintenance for things. This approach 
offers opportunities to discover how clothing is valued, used, cared for and maintained 
(Gill et al. 2016; Fletcher 2016) – and traces a different set of spatialities and temporalities 
than those characterised by fast and excessive consumption.  
However, regular acts of mending or repair were notably absent from everyday routines of 
clothing maintenance amongst the study participants. Instead, care for clothes came 
through sets of mundane and haptic practices of storage, tidying and cleaning, that 
sustained the life of clothes so that mending was unnecessary. In response to policy 
interventions, campaigns and broader cultural shifts, there were some practices that had 
become normalised in daily routines: washing with environmentally friendly soaps and 
laundry powders, washing with cold water and avoiding the tumble-dryer (Chapter 4, see 
also Waitt et al. 2012; Yates and Evans 2016; WRAP 2017). Other practices were more 
intricate and careful. Lara, for instance, preserved delicate garments ‘that basically 
disintegrate with wear’ in repurposed shoe boxes that fit neatly into the underutilised 
shelves in her 1960s chipboard wardrobe, thus saving the garments from damage. 
Underpinned by a desire to protect less stable and fragile objects, and helping clothes keep 





Lara: maybe just because it’s just the littlest thing I can do or something? Certain 
things that I think are fragile by nature and I should just acknowledge that? Yeah, 
like that one, this…seems to me that I put this on this hanger because it’s soft and 
delicate. Maybe that was the thought process behind that?   
            Elyse: So you have, yeah, different hangers for different things? 
Lara: Yeah. I have respect for things that, so like this one is hung, I haven’t hung 
that. My sister’s friend tried it on and hung it like that. But I would usually not hang 
that garment like that because it is silk and it might get ripped…I know I’ve got two 
of these dresses and I hang it like that, off the shoulders ‘cause I know that this 
kind of dress the seam can wear down. So like just giving it a stronger, I don’t 
know? A stronger thing to [hang from], yeah. I do consider things when I hang 
them. Even when they’re on the floor I consider when I chuck them if it’s of a 
certain quality. Or I might chuck it away from other things. 
 
Bede proudly bragged about the ‘pretty much vintage’ pair of jeans he owned – which was 
still in regular use, and worn over the past 10 years (since he was 12 years old): ‘I guess I 
tend to hold onto clothing because of how well I maintain it and because of how much I 
value it. I’m very sentimental like that’. There were many more examples in Bede’s 
wardrobe of garments that were worn and stored with care – including trainers, shirts and 
jumpers – that were not expensive, nor of great quality, but that persisted because of the 
care taken to preserve them. Bede’s trainers, for instance, were always cleaned and kept in a 
box after use. Bede conceded that he doesn’t feel that he cares for his clothes in a 
particularly noteworthy way: 
I actually just take care of things properly I guess? Yeah! I’ve never had to like, 




What Bede’s practices suggest is that he cared about his clothes and, in so doing, challenged 
the in-built obsolescence assumed for fast-fashion.  
Some practices, like cleaning, extended beyond the wardrobe. Drawing on lessons learnt 
from his Filipino parents, Felipe enacted particular sets of laundry practices to care for 
intimate garments – especially underwear: 
Felipe: … you wash them with hot water but you wouldn’t wash the garter, you 
know? The rubber bit. And um, after you wash, after you wash that you wouldn’t 
dry it in direct sunlight so that the fabric and the garter don’t deteriorate. 
 
Attentiveness to the informal and mundane skills that sustain garments – tactile attention 
to quality, sharing/hand-me-downs, laundry and storage – points to a range of skills and 
dispositions that have value beyond the monetary (Carr et al. 2018). Such skills and 
dispositions, as in Felipe’s case, are a consequence of migrant backgrounds, with ethnic 
diversity a resource for rethinking everyday water and energy use (Klocker and Head 2013; 
Waitt and Welland 2017). Informal and haptic maintenance practices that relate to acts of 
care have been recounted elsewhere (DeSilvey 2006; Gregson et al. 2009; Edensor 2011; 
Graham and Thrift 2007; Denis and Pontille 2014). But such acts are rarely matched with 
clothes – particularly with this generation of young adults. Beyond the framing of excess 
are a range of capabilities, skills, tactile knowledge, material reverence and responsibility 






Rhythms of use 
An altogether different rhythm of storage was required for clothes that were in the process 
of being worn. It was normal for certain types of clothes to be returned to the wardrobe 
after being worn – coats, for instance, that are worn with a different temporality and 
rhythm to t-shirts, jeans or dresses (Fletcher 2016). Clothes that were worn close to the 
body, however, were typically accommodated outside of the wardrobe until they went into 
the washing basket57. These clothes often accumulated in what Cwener and Meltcalfe 
(2003: 235) called ‘spaces of casual storage’ or the ‘places such as corners, on chairs or 
under tables’. Spaces where clothes accumulate while in active use are an important part of 
the trajectories of clothes, wardrobes, bodily engagements and ideas about how things 
become categorised as ‘dirty’ or ‘clean’ (Douglas 1966; Yates and Evans 2016).  
The use phase of clothes has been identified as an ‘environmental hotspot’ in the lifecycle 
of clothes (Yates and Evans 2016). Domestic laundry practices in particular have been 
subject to a range of policy interventions including the development of more energy 
efficient washing machines (in terms of energy and water use), improvements in the 
makeup and performance of laundry products, and behaviour change to address how often 
households wash clothes (Yates and Evans 2016; Jack 2013a; Gibson et al. 2013; Waitt 
2014). A particular focus of the ‘fashion journeys’ ethnography was to look beyond 
washing machines to order to gain insights into clothes’ movements in and around the 
domestic space when in use (see also Evans 2018).  
                                                          
57 Unless referring to underwear, socks and some forms of workwear, it was rare that participants washed an 
item of clothing after single wear. 
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Amongst the participants in this study, there were diverse spatial strategies for storing 
clothes that were in use. Lara, for instance, described the simple use of a floordrobe58 to 
help manage worn clothes: ‘Tim [an ex-partner] used to think that I was the only girl with a 
floordrobe, but I was like “Mate, every girl has a floordrobe”’. Storing clothes that were 
washed (but not yet put away), clothes that had been worn (but were not yet ‘dirty’) and 
clothes that were ‘dirty’ but had not been moved to the laundry, the floordrobe was a fluid 
and casual space of multiple categories and classifications (Figure 7.3). Lara described the 
spatial order of her floordrobe: ‘Even when I use the floordrobe method it’s considered 
and I know where things are…’. The ongoing use of clothes was facilitated through the 
spatial ordering of ‘dirty’ and ‘clean’ clothing. Clean clothes moved between her bed, the 
floor at the foot of her bed, and chairs, while Lara’s ‘dirty’ clothes were moved out of the 
centre of the room to the marginal spaces – behind the bedroom door, under the chair or 
stuck between the dressers and clothes basket.   
                                                          
58 Many participants referred to their ‘floordrobe’. The Urban Dictionary (2017) defines a floordrobe as ‘a 





Figure 7.3: Lara’s ‘floordrobe’, for clothes that were clean, or in a stage of use. 
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Michelle’s wardrobe extended beyond her bedroom to various locations around the house. 
Clothes that had been worn – but that were still in use - accumulated depending on where 
they were removed from the body: 
Michelle: They would usually end up here [at the end of her single bed] or just hung 
over the top of the chair…or on the bathroom, over the bathtub sort of thing. 
 
But unlike Lara, Michelle avoided the floor: 
I don’t like to put it on the floor. I just don’t want it to go on there, if there is any 
dust or dirt I just don’t. I’ve never been one to put clothes on the floor, just mostly 
on top of everything and build it up there! I think if I had floorboards I would be 
more inclined to put it on the floor. I think I would. Because you can dust it or, I 
think vacuuming. 
 
Some wardrobes risked the contamination of clothing with dirt that did not otherwise align 
with the body. Just as storing items in ‘contained’ wardrobes sheltered and slowed material 
wear when clothes were not in use, the floor risked dirt, dust and breakage. In other cases, 
things that were left on the floor were automatically rendered ‘dirty’ by their placement:  
Bailey: So sometimes it’s clean, but most of the time if it’s on the floor me and my 
sister have agreed it’s dirty and we both take turns putting it in the wash, except 




Anxieties around cleanliness and dirt also heightened when clothes that were freshly 
washed were exposed to clothes that were being worn. The mixing of clothes blurred the 
spatial separation between ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’: 
Sammy: Sometimes clean things that are on my bed will fall into dirty piles on the 
floor… but I think, well, eventually everything will just get picked up and washed 
again. 
 
Separate placements of clothes that are in use, and clothes that are clean, disrupt the risk of 
bodily contamination. This is consistent with existing accounts that suggest everyday 
‘purification practices’ – which include clothes-washing – are ritualised between 
maintaining or restoring the ‘right’ body in relation to cleanliness and dirt (Waitt 2014; 
Shove 2003; Browne et al. 2014). As we saw from Sammy, notions of ‘dirty’ clothes were 
less about conscious evaluation of dirt than the habit of washing at specific intervals, or the 
habit of picking things up. Mixing clothes that were clean with clothes that were 
categorised (but not certain to be) dirty forced them into the washing machine, potentially 
when washing was not required.  
A common trajectory of clothes that are in use, then, seems to be that clothes become 
categorised as ‘dirty’ or ‘clean’ not just as a consequence of their use but as a function of 
their movement through space. Just as clothes were valued for their spatial location within 
wardrobes, following where clothes go as they are worn, taken off and cleaned also 
illustrates the spatial value in the placement of clothes (Hetherington 2004). In other 
words, the placing of clothes influenced how clothes became ‘dirty’ or ‘in need of 
laundering’ – or indeed were categorised as ‘clean enough’ to wear again. Young adults had 
a variety of ways to keep clothes in rotation to avoid them becoming ‘dirty’ or to prolong 
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their use (prior to washing) – all of which reduce the frequency of washing and thereby 
contribute to the care and maintenance of things. This position reverses traditional views 
implicit in caricatures of young adults as careless hedonists – and points to some novel and 
productive ways in which excess is re-routed. The placement of clothes speaks not just to 
wardrobes’ inability to store excess clothes. Routes of excess – via the fluidity of wardrobes 
– can have more environmentally sustainable outcomes, where clothes have the potential to 
be washed less frequently (Chapter 4).  
 
Tracing liminal excess: sustainability in dormant collections?  
If I were to take a commodity approach to ‘follow the thing’ (Cook 2004, Cook and 
Harrison 2007) out of the home, I would trace clothes through multiple economies of 
divestment (Gregson et al. 2007b; Gregson et al. 2013; Gregson and Crang 2015; Gregson 
and Crewe 2003; Norris 2012b; Brooks 2015a; Chapter 5): on the shelves of second-hand 
charity stores, as recycled garments, or as detritus in landfill. The wider material, 
environmental and political consequences of clothes as waste – with a particular focus on 
polyester – are drawn out in Chapter 9. But what of clothes that fall outside regular 
patterns of use but do not make their way out of the home? What of clothes that are stored 
(purposefully and sometimes forgotten) in wardrobes?  
Some young adults, like Polly, spoke of the difficulties of thinking about clothes as 




Polly: I think that food waste, it goes in the bin and you’re watching it go to waste. 
Whereas clothes waste, it is in your cupboard. It can get buried in the back but it’s 
never going to go bad. You don’t have to put a time limit on it like you need to 
with food, so it just gets forgotten about. 
 
Unlike food waste – the slow decay of clothes was rarely visible. Seldom do forgotten 
clothes in wardrobes become unrecognisable, furred with mould or their fibres turn 
multiple technicolour shades. Unlike foods which turn soft or mushy, the forms and 
textures of clothes generally hold their textile strength and shape if left hung or folded. The 
actual wasting or deterioration of clothes was hidden from the imaginary of wearers.  
A growing body of divestment research points to the importance of ridding in rhythms and 
routines of daily life, and how such practices ‘require us to get rid of certain artefacts to 
substitute something different, newer or more appropriate’ (Gregson et al. 2007b: 188; see 
also Collins 2014, 2015; Gregson and Beale 2004; Gregson 2007; Gregson and Crewe 
2003). But divestment is less about the final ends. There are multiple conduits of 
divestment (Hetherington 2004; Gregson et al. 2007b; Waitt and Phillips 2016). As people 
and things move through shifting spatio-temporalities of home, wardrobes and washing 
piles, ‘gaps of accommodation’ open, into which stuff easily falls – and can be left 
(Cwerner and Metcalfe 2003; Hetherington 2004; Gregson 2007). While many young adults 
emphasised ‘getting rid of’ or ‘chucking out’ clothes, their disposal was generally comprised 
of various ‘trails and traces’ around the home (Cwerner and Metcalfe 2003: 235). Their 
‘disposal’ of ‘stuff’ was more closely allied to the ongoing movements and transformations 
of objects as a result of ‘placing’ (Hetherington 2004: 159), rather than ridding. At times, 
wardrobes acted as a contained non-space, a liminal boundary between keeping and not. 
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There were various modes and methods of holding liminal excess. One graphic 
representation was the placement of clothes in plastic bags. A practice that ‘could be 
interpreted as convenience mixed with pragmatism’ (Gregson and Beale 2004: 699), the 
placement of clothing in plastic bags categorised clothing differently – usually as surplus. 
Most wardrobes visited had clothes stored in plastic bags (Figure 7.4-7.10). Andrew, for 
instance, kept a plastic garbage bag permanently on his bedroom veranda, ready to take on 
unwanted clothes:  
Andrew: Oh man, this is bad (laughs), but anything I decide that I don’t want any 
more just gets chucked in this plastic bag on my veranda…(laughs) It’s alright, and 
protected! 
 
Easily packed and moved aside, the very materiality of plastic bags was indicative of the 
devaluation of clothes. Plastic bags might be consistent with other material domestic 
technologies often discussed in household sustainability (such as Tupperware) that are 
complicit in the prosaic processes that lead to redundancy (Waitt and Phillips 2016; Evan 
2014). There is also something to be said about the spatial placement of Andrew’s plastic 
bag in (or more accurately, outside) his home. In conflict with the wardrobe made available 
to him in his rental apparent, Andrew was at pains to keep his bedroom tidy and 
presentable. The bedroom veranda – a private, hidden and unused space – was itself an 
improvised wardrobe. This also raises an important point about the spaitalisation of the 
home, and where – and with what effects – liminal excess is curated and stored beyond the 
threshold of view.  
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Figure 7.4: Polly’s plastic bag storage; Figure 7.5: Anne’s plastic bag storage; Figure 7.6: Marnie’s plastic bag storage; Figure 7.7: Kara’s plastic 
bag storage; Figure 7.8: Andrew’s plastic bag storage; Figure 7.9: Kara’s plastic bag storage; Figure 7.10: Bailey’s plastic bag storage 
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In Bailey’s family household there was a designated collection spot at the backdoor for all 
manner of household objects that are no longer wanted or used. The collection spot was 
located in the family/living room of a three bedroom home. A mixture of activities 
occurred there: watching TV, playing games, interacting with guests. It is also where the 
family shared meals, sorted laundry – and where Bailey’s mother repaired clothing for the 
family. The materiality of the family/living room was quite distinctive here. It was 
cluttered, occupied with seating, bookshelves, laundry baskets and plastic tubs to convey 
some sense of order. The family/living room was an active site of clothing storage: 
Bailey: …this space next to the TV and near the [back]door is where everyone 
keeps things that have to go somewhere, but not yet [laughs]. Sometimes we will 
put clothes like… really ugly sweaters that are really warm. This area is usually 
where I put in a bag the clothes that I don’t want and I want to donate. 
 
How Bailey’s things ended up in the collection pile can be framed around particular 
‘moments’: when clothing was tried on that did not fit, or feel right (Chapter 6), when 
certain clothes were replaced with the acquisition of new ones, or when the family 
collectively undertook a ‘spring clean’. When the collection of items at the door outgrew 
available laundry baskets and plastic tubs they would be sorted by Bailey’s mother. Items 
that were still useful went through a period of (re)use in the family’s second ‘holiday’ home 
outside of Sydney, before being passed on to second-hand charity or through their local 
mosque.   
But even with a collection pile available, many other surplus clothes remained in Bailey’s 
wardrobe: stacked, piled and folded in drawers, plastic tubs and hung in hard to reach (and 
invisible) corners. As some clothes moved around in wardrobes, others were increasingly 
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displaced. An example of this was seen in the large open spaces, common at the top of 
built-in wardrobes – like the one in Bailey’s bedroom:  
Bailey: This Target thing is blocking it, so I actually don’t access any of these things 
(laughs). It’s so bad. Sometimes I get gloves from the top, sometimes I get a scarf 
to put around my neck, but yeah. That one is a scarf that I knitted in high school 
and I don’t want to chuck it away but I’m never ever going to wear it…So (pauses), 
I actually don’t sort through the space. I throw things in it, and then take it 
out…It’s too high. Yeah, so I need to get a chair if I want to get something from 
behind it. Yep. Yeah. So this is where I keep my winter PJs and I just chuck them 
in and then jump to get one out. It’s really bad. And I actually don’t know what 
behind all of this mess. I’m really scared to look. 
 
Trajectories of clothes encountered blockages that prevented clothes from moving along – 
potentially in ways that would save items from waste (Evans 2018; Hetherington 2004). 
Clothes that are hidden from view and difficult to access may not have the option of being 
recognised as surplus – thus stalling their potential to be categorised in other, and 
potentially more productive, ways. Those items may linger longer until prompted or 
reminded of their presence by their feel or discomfort (see Chapters 6 and 9), or rhythms 
of seasonal clothing rotation (as seen in Claudine’s example above) – in which case they 
may simply move to the collection pile in the living room.  
Following the ‘fashion journeys’ of young adults also revealed a geographic dispersal to 
clothes in storage – particularly amongst a group of young adult participants who no longer 
lived in the family home. These distant, less frequently encountered but (importantly) still 
accessible spaces in parents’ homes represented another trajectory where clothes were 
prevented from moving in directions that would lead to their (re)use – or disposal. Former 
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childhood bedrooms, spare rooms, garages and attics were a different form of ‘capsule’ to 
the wardrobes that were part of everyday encounters59.  
The second time we met, Lara was prepping for a move from her sharehouse back to her 
mother’s home. It was the third time she had moved back to her childhood home since 
first moving out seven years earlier. As part of the negotiations of moving back in – both 
Lara, and her mother, were forced to sort through belongings that had been moved and left 
every time that Lara had moved home. Though uncertain what kinds of things were stored 
there – this wasn’t a concern to Lara: ‘everyone has a storage space at their parents’ house’. 
As part of the ‘decluttering and de-hoarding’ that she and her mother were undertaking 
together, Lauren was forced to visit the attic: 
Lara: But I know there’s clothes of mine there ‘cause I went through some of them 
recently. Yeah. I recently found a really great coat in the attic that I remembered 
hiding up there 10 years ago and one day at mum’s I was like ‘I put a coat up there!’ 
and it was up there and it’s totally relevant to me now. It was a bit big on me 10 
years ago. So it was great. It was like this 10 year time capsule that I’d stored up 
there. 
Elyse: And why did you put it up there? 
Lara: Um. I don’t know? Maybe it’s just where we were putting things at the time? 
That we didn’t want in the house?  
 
Cohabiting family members are known to have a strong influence on household 
consumption (Collins 2015; Klocker et al. 2012; Gibson et al. 2013; Gregson 2007; 
                                                          
59 Some participants kept possessions that held emotional significance (see Cherrier and Ponnor 2010; Miller 
2009; Tolia-Kelly 2004; Turan 2010; Walsh 2011; Hurdley 2006, 2013). Since I am concerned with the kinds 
of objects that lead to accumulations of excess, and the spaces within which they are contained – this is not 
my focus here. 
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Ballantyne et al. 2001; Bentley et al. 2004; Larsson et al. 2010; Hadfield-Hill 2013). But 
what happens when family members no longer live together? As young adult children 
move on from the family household their collections of clothes survive by becoming 
invisible – even if they are in plain sight in cupboards, on the top of shelves or stacked in 
garages. The storage is present, but no longer noticed.  
Unless stored with careful or emotional attachment, as described in Claudine’s case earlier, 
placing clothes in hard-to-reach places signalled a process under which clothes became 
marginalised, decreasingly needed or of minimal interest (Cwerner and Metcalfe 2003). 
They were taken out of the way, out of sight and out of regular routines of wardrobe 
access. Such spaces made it possible to avoid making absolute decisions; they delayed the 
point at which the usefulness of clothes would be finalised. The identity work involved in 
‘hedging’ prior to letting go has been described elsewhere (Albinsson and Perera 2009; 
Lastovicka and Fernandez 2005; Collins 2014). A point of difference revealed in this 
research, is how the materiality of wardrobes intersects with rhythms of clothes use to 
create liminal spaces – where clothes fell into purgatory in forgotten drawers or hard to 
reach corners. In other cases, forced disruptions – from the incidental (such trying 
something on that didn’t fit right) to the disruptive (such as moving home) – removed 
blockages and allowed participants to move clothes out of their wardrobes.  
I keep coming back to the earlier question posed by Gibson et al. (2011b: 27), to what 
extent is keeping (or hoarding) ‘...an outcome of overconsumption, or a practice that 
reduces waste disposal and enables future reuse?’. The movement (and stalling) of clothing 
carries a range of environmental burdens: clothes risk going out of fashion quickly, 
meaning that even if they are ridded they might not be suitable for reuse – and instead go 
to landfill. Mostly, the young adults in this study were ambivalent to the growing accruals 
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of clothes. It is noteworthy that all young adults involved in this study had access to some 
form of space to ‘store’ clothes – whether that be in their own wardrobe (Figure 7.4-7.10), 
spare rooms, garages, or in Bailey’s case, communal living areas60. And while there were a 
few examples here of clothes that were brought back into circulation – the bulk remained 
contained as a ghostly presence in liminal non-space. Does the act of keeping clothes 
enable young adults to avoid thinking of themselves as ‘wasteful’? Earlier work from 
Rebecca Collins (2014) suggests that this might be so. An ‘acceptance of accumulation’ 
(Collins 2014: 231) appears to have shifted practices of divestment – and the ongoing 
production and negotiation of waste.  
While some spaces of the home are seen as ‘traps’, there are others that could be thought 
of as productive storage. Just as there were locations where much loved and regularly used 
items were kept and regularly worn (as discussed above), there were similar locations for 
‘divested’ objects which still had life in them.  
In Marnie’s large family home, for instance, ‘potential St Vinnies61 clothes’ and clothing 
materials that were no longer in use were transferred to the downstairs sewing room. In a 
family of seamstresses and designers62, the sewing room accumulated lengths of fabric and 
old garments that were either to be repurposed or used in alterations on other items of 
clothing. Taking me on a home tour via Skype, Marnie picked up a white mass of cloud-like 
tulle fabric and recounted her discovery:  
                                                          
60 Storage, as an architectural category, appears to have undergone a process of collective expansion over the 
past twenty years. Liveability in the built fabric of the home, and even furniture within the home, are based 
around storage and de-cluttering. Over the past decade in the US, rental storage units were the fastest 
growing category of real-estate (Sonne 2013).  
61  The international voluntary organisation ‘Society of Saint Vincent de Paul’ is commonly known in 
Australia as ‘St Vinnies’. 
62 Marine’s mother was a seamstress for a bridal dress design house, and her sister a designer for an 
Australian-based fashion label. 
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Marnie: I was looking for something white for a party…Because my house is a 
jungle it’s really fun to explore sometimes, so I was just in the sewing room to you 
know, to find fabrics I could use to make dresses and then I opened this wardrobe, 
pushed all the fabric out of the way and found this in the corner. 
 
In Marnie’s household, nothing was ever thrown away. All clothes and clothing materials 
spent a period of time in the cupboards, shelves and plastic tubs in the sewing room 
(Figure 7.11). A working space and a collection of (excess) materials, clothes and textiles 
did not sit dormant. The sewing room provided possibilities for reuse and reinvention 
(Cwerner and Metcalfe 2003; Gregson et al. 2010). Materials were constantly rotated. 
Excess is often categorised as one of two things: as wasteful, or as an outcome of a life that 
is out of control (Woodward 2015a). A focus on things that have accumulated across and 
within domestic wardrobes invites a more complex understanding of the lives of domestic 
objects. Clothes linger for many reasons. Examples of these are discussed below. 
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The anxieties of divestment  
Few of the participants in this study ‘got rid’ of clothes without feeling some sense of 
responsibility. Clothes that were no longer needed, or were ‘too off-point’ (Lara) – were 
most often passed on via familiar conduits of removal with the aim of extending the lives 
of garments: charity store bins, markets, friends and family, and online auction sites. Some 
of the young adults passed on final decisions about disposal to family members. For 
instance, by placing clothes at the backdoor Bailey was able to distance herself from the 
feeling that she was ‘getting rid of’ clothing.  
But young adults also expressed anxiety about what to do with clothes that were worn out, 
or indeed, too worn in with the fixed bodily mark of the wearer imprinted on the garment 
(see also Chapter 9). As charity stores struggle under the sheer weight and poor condition 
of donations63, some young adults – like Polly – held onto worn clothes or circulated them 
between friends, rather than risk a period of non-use in charity stores or worse, landfill 
(Chapter 9): 
Polly: I’ve got two girlfriends who we sort of like recycle clothes between us. Then 
whatever doesn’t get used will end up at St Vinnies. I did actually just learn – my 
boyfriend was working at the tip for a little bit and he said trucks and trucks come 
through every day with stuff that gets sent to like St Vinnies but it’s not in good 
enough condition or they look at it and are like ‘we’ll never be able to sell this sort 
of thing’. So, I mean, that’s sort of got me thinking as well that I’m thinking ‘oh, it’s 
not that bad, it’s stuff that someone else will use’, but that is not necessarily the 
case. 
 
                                                          
63 In Australia, recent reporting suggests that up to 40 per cent of all clothing donated to charity stores are 
sent directly to landfill (Pepper 2017; Press 2017). 
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Sometimes the ability to find a partnership between garment and wearer was the difference 
between holding onto a piece of clothing and divesting it:  
Lara: With stuff that’s timeless I probably am more likely to give it to a friend than 
give it to an op-shop. Yeah. If I think they are really nice quality but I’m just not 
that into them I’ll give them away to someone who I know will appreciate it. Some 
I will pick for friends because I know they might have admired something. 
 
Some clothes were harder to get rid of. There were two participants in particular – Felipe 
and Bede – who had amassed substantial collections of hand-me-down clothes from 
immediate and extended family members. Hand-me-down clothes have been identified in 
other studies as a vernacular economy in which clothes move through family or friends 
(Gregson et al. 2007b; Gregson and Beale 2004; Waight 2013, 2015). Collins (2015), for 
instance, described the considerable influence of parents in regards to ridding. This was 
similarly the case with pre-loved clothing – parents were the central conduits of bringing 
hand-me-downs into the household:   
Bede: So they hand it to my mum and she says just take what you like and I’m like 
‘yes!’ so I’ll take this and I’ll take this and I’ll take this.  
 
Although excited by the potential of hand-me-down clothes – Bede admits that the 
majority of items were rarely worn and sat or hung, lifeless and hoarded in wardrobes. The 
material affordance of Bede’s large double wardrobe permitted him to hang and store 
hand-me-downs without impacting on clothes that were part of his daily routines of wear: 
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Bede: …the left side of my wardrobe. ‘Cause this whole side is just old clothes. It’s 
just hand-me-downs. I’ve had it for eight, ten years already so I’m not so fussed on 
them. 
 
Gifting or passing on clothes within families stalled the trajectories of clothes. But for 
Bede, the key element influencing the lack of impetus to divest or pass on hand-me-downs 
was the availability of wardrobe space to ‘accommodate’ clothes (Gregson 2007; Collins 
2014). Material objects accumulated when there was no pressure to accommodate 
additional or other things. But importantly with a ‘full’ wardrobe, there was a sense that 
Bede had enough clothes. So while there were clothes that were unworn (and indeed, 
which were trapped in a liminal space in the wardrobe), they inhibited further consumption 
of ‘new’ clothes. 
For Felipe, the circulation of hand-me-down clothes held connections to strong notions of 
‘making do’. Partly, this was tied to his cultural background, ‘I mean as a culture the 
Filipino culture is a lot about recycling and reuse and hand-me-downs’. The keeping of 
hand-me-downs also connected to his self-identification as an environmentalist: 
Felipe: I feel like now-a-days there’s a culture surrounding that whole throwaway 
attitude, but for me and my brother there’s not much since we, I mean the hand-
me-downs, the fact that we have hand-me-downs sort of indicates that we don’t 
throw away clothes. 
 
But as hand-me-down clothes accumulated in Felipe’s wardrobe – a dilemma arose, in 




Felipe: … maybe like 70 per cent was [hand-me-down], but nowadays maybe like 
30, yeah, 25, 30 per cent? Especially since growing up, I did my own clothes 
shopping. When I was a kid I wouldn’t do that. So it’s definitely getting smaller, but 
the percentage that I would use that are hand-me-downs are probably maybe 15 per 
cent?  
Elyse: So why do you keep the rest? 
Felipe: I haven’t had the chance to go through them and pick and choose and take 
out and give them away and stuff. I’ve been meaning to do that, I probably should 
do that…also because my mum wants to give them away to family in the Phils 
[Philippines] so, she’d get really angry if I just gave them [away] if I did it without 
her knowing about it. 
 
Hand-me-downs clothes were not so easily disposed of – just as parents had a role in 
bringing things into the home, they also had a say in what could – and in this case what 
could not – be removed (Collins 2015). Hand-me-down clothes were ‘stuck’ until a new 
conduit (within family) arose.  
Numerous complexities surround the trajectories of clothes as they move within and across 
households. Much like the teenage participants involved in Collins (2014) earlier study, 
some forms of keeping in wardrobes were irresolute and complacent – largely because 
there was no real prompt to consider ‘getting rid’ of something. In these cases, such 
ambivalence intersected with the built fabric of the wardrobe and the availability of space. 
For others, the circulation (or blockage) of less used clothes was a thoughtful – and 
sometimes anxious – experience, suggesting an interest (and potential cultural asset) in 
maintaining and valuing kept things (Collins 2014, 2015). But whether clothes were held in 
liminality, or divested in and through homes, the keeping of clothes intersected with 
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dynamics of the household, highlighting the ‘shifting and relational roles’ adopted by both 
young adults and parents throughout the lifecourse (Collins 2015: 23).  
 
Conclusion  
As the hub of domestic clothes use, wardrobes play an important role in the spatialities, 
socialities and materialities of consumption. Yet, over a decade since Gregson and Beale 
(2004: 699) pointed out the ‘paucity of accounts which remain locked in the singularity of 
wardrobe matter and its identification with the accumulated’, static and bounded accounts 
of ‘storage’ persist. This chapter has sought to trouble familiar assumptions of surplus and 
overabundance to provide a different account of the wardrobe, and its liminality. It 
proceeded with two aims. First, this chapter applied the ‘follow the thing’ approach to the 
scale of the household to investigate the different trajectories of clothes as they moved in 
and out of wardrobes. This provided insights to ‘the missing bit in the middle’ of how 
‘stuff’ moves around people’s homes (Evans 2018: 113). The curation of clothes within 
wardrobes was closely tied with the physical materiality of wardrobes, and the different 
rhythms, practices and forms of consumption within the dynamics of the household. How 
wardrobes were used also intersected via ‘zones of friction and traction’ (Head et al. 2013) 
with housing tenure, housing transience and the lifecourse (see Chapter 4) – particularly for 
those who rented.  
Detailing the routes and trajectories of clothes within and around wardrobes revealed novel 
– and largely inadvertent – vernacular cultures of sustainability. For instance, the micro-
geographies of the wardrobe – being the overall design, textures and the objects within it  – 
were part of purposeful attempts to ensure that clothes were displayed, organised, stored 
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and cleaned in ways that inspired ongoing use (even if the wardrobes themselves were 
resented). Young adults also cared for, held onto, or recombined and recreated 
relationships to the clothes they already owned. Such findings connected with the second 
aim of this chapter, troubling the ‘excessive consumption’ narrative surrounding young 
people. Different routes of ‘excess’ chimed well with Rebecca Collins’ (2014, 2015) 
important research on young people’s patterns of divestment. While young adults may 
acquire more clothes than needed (particularly fast fashion) – they were not necessarily 
wasteful (Collins 2014, 2015). While there were some practices, like (re)washing clothes 
that had fallen into dirty piles, or searching out ways to fit more clothes in to small spaces – 
this sat alongside other actions and practices that made use of taken-for-granted 
environments, spaces and relationships. Such actions remain poorly accounted for in 
existing debates about young people, clothing and sustainability. Developing more 
sustainable clothing practices is not just about considering how much clothing young adults 
buy, or what they do with their clothing, but also about how clothing use relates to other 
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My role in the publication 
This paper is co-authored with fashion blogger Sara Youssef, whom I met as a participant 
during my research on contemporary curation in fashion (see Chapter 2 and Appendix 1). 
In writing about Sara I wanted to avoid objectifying her experiences, both as a fashion 
blogger, and as a young Muslim woman. Thus, Sara was invited to be named as a co-author 
on this paper. My significant contribution to this paper is the original research, fieldwork, 
analysis and drafting of the manuscript. Sara provided feedback on drafts, while I carried 
responsibility for writing. Where ‘we’ is used in this paper, it refers to Sara and I. This 
paper is included in its full original format. Figure numbers have been changed to suit the 






This chapter further extends on the theme of care, as explored in Chapter 7.  It changes 
tack, and style, from previous chapters and brings a different, and novel, perspective to 
geographies of clothing and geographies of care. Rather than focusing on care for clothing, 
its empirical focus considers how an ethic of care can be extended to others through 
material objects.  
In Australia, the veil (hijab herein) is one of the most widely recognised forms of Muslim 
female identity. Since the 1990’s, representations of Arabic and Muslim identity have been 
mediated by a public discourse of terrorism, threats to national security, immigration, drug-
dealing and sexual assault (Dunn 2004; Khamis 2010). Mainstream Australian media in 
particular has been a discursive force in publicising the difference and divide (Khamis 
2010). Adding to this is the general under-representation of Muslim women in the 
Australian fashion mediascape. It is amongst these (sometimes unsettling) geopolitical 
landscapes that modest fashion blogs have seen a sharp rise in popularity. Clothes, perhaps 
more so than other youth cultural items – such as music or video games – are a unique 
conduit for drawing young (in this case Muslim) women together. As outlined in Chapter 1, 
clothes are at once utilitarian and a visual assertion of identity and subjectivity. For modest 
fashion blogs in particular, the diverse positioning of clothes as a bodily requirement, 
religious and an aesthetic tool lends itself to a range of difference social, material and 
spatial encounters. 
This chapter seeks to understand modest fashion blogs through two bodies of writing and 
reflection that are not usually brought together: literature on care-work and literature on 
Islamic and modest fashion. Taking inspiration from these two bodies of work this chapter 
documents another circuit of mobility for clothing that is altogether different than the 
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physical movement of clothes through household spaces, as discussed in previous chapters. 
It stays, however, with similar themes that run throughout the thesis. The first is that 
existing frames of young Muslim womanhood are limited, and ignore the presence and 
significance of multiple spatial, social and material encounters. It questions how dominant 
understandings of clothes use obscure diverse encounters that young adults have with 
them. Second, it also firmly keeps in mind the idea that clothes should be recognised are 
more than singular, finished items. Influenced by the idea of clothes-in-process (introduced 
in Chapter 6), I argue that a modest fashion blogs – and the everyday display of clothes use 
that take place via the blog – can be understood as a portal for the exercise of curation and 
care-work. 
 




This paper focuses on the personal narrative of fashion blogger, @Sara_Why, who has a 
wide following for her posts on modest fashion. Structured as a series of conversations 
between researcher and blogger, this paper traces a sartorial biography that intersects with 
subjectivities of religion, ethnicity, gender and age to enable care-at-distance. Sara's public 
story of becoming is indicative of a broader generation of young Muslim women, in 
putatively Anglocentric nations such as Australia, who are establishing their identities 
alongside concerns about clothing, religion, womanhood and aesthetics. But modest 
fashion blogs are also communal and collaborative spaces where followers can share a 
sense of identity via clothing, gain advice and ideas, and participate within a collective 
online community. This paper suggests that online blog spaces, specifically modest fashion 
blogs, underscore a practice of care-at-distance that has received minimal attention in 
geographic scholarship. The curation and display of clothes via modest fashion blogs 
enable young Muslim women the opportunity to explore intersecting and fluid 
subjectivities and challenge stereotypes. The intersectional subjectivities not only provide 
the context, but also the means through which to explore broader implications of care-at-
distance online. For Muslim women, clothing provides a unique portal for care: ubiquitous, 
morally charged and visually appealing. Notwithstanding constraints and challenges, 
modest fashion blogs are a space where the emotional work of care (for self and 





In 2014, the Australian magazine ‘Shop Til You Drop’ featured an article profiling three 
Sydney based fashion-focused women, two of whom were fashion bloggers. The journalist 
recounted the normalcy of the interaction: the casual exchange about personal style, an 
amateur photographer’s frustration over a missed opportunity for an impromptu fashion 
shoot, and a mutual yearning for comfortable footwear. But the journalist highlighted one 
stark difference to similar interactions with other fashion-minded women. All three women 
were wearing the hijab64. Australian media outlets have a longstanding and somewhat one-
dimensional interest with hijab, which has marked Muslim women as shrouded, passive 
victims of oppressive patriarchal culture (Aly 2009). But in recent years, a more positive 
image of Muslim femininity has become a feature of mainstream press. In part, this can be 
attributed to the perceived novelty of Muslim women working at the intersections of faith 
and fashion (Lewis 2013, 2015). This has been driven, to some extent, by modest fashion 
bloggers. Routinely labelled ‘Mipsters’ (Muslim Hipsters) (Shop ‘til you Drop 2014), 
‘Hijabsters’ and ‘Hijabers’65 (Hijab Hipsters) (Beta 2014), modest fashion bloggers have 
seen a global rise in popularity and status. But importantly, modest fashion bloggers are 
Muslim women who provide a different perspective on the ‘reality’ of Muslim women’s 
lives to that projected in the mainstream media (Aly 2009: 18). Framing modest fashion 
blogs as spaces where particular forms of subjectivity are made possible, this paper 
                                                          
64 In this paper ‘hijab’ follows the popular English usage to describe the headscarf worn by some practicing 
Muslim women. In the Qur’an, hijab refers to general notions of separation or keeping things apart, whilst in 
contemporary Arabic culture hijab refers, broadly, to covered dress. 
65 A ‘Mipster’, ‘Hijabster’ or ‘Hijabista’ is a Muslim woman who is ‘stylish’ or ‘colourful’ while still adhering to 
Islamic modest apparel guidelines (Beta, 2014). 
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examines the story of one such modest fashion blogger66, Sara, who was also one of the 
featured ‘Mipsters’ in the aforementioned article.  
The spatialities of blogs are continually made and remade by the social interactions and 
relations they contain (Peila 2015). Blogs can be inclusive spaces that encourage people to 
read, converse and share stories, and that connect people. They can also serve as hubs of 
support, friendship, intimacy and care (Atkinson and Ayers 2010; Bowlby 2011; Lövheim 
2013; McCosker and Darcy 2013)67. In these cases, for individuals who feel marginalised, 
the (inter)connections that transpire online can build patterns of sociability, solidarity, 
agency, empowerment and communal belonging without the risk of limitation or exclusion 
often present in physical spaces (Bowlby 2011). Drawing on moments of collective 
belonging and support that can occur online we suggest that modest fashion blogs act as an 
unique conduit for care practice68. This paper thus examines modest fashion blogs as a 
space of care, and the practice of blogging as care-at-distance. It contributes to a 
flourishing body of geographic scholarship that has sought to comprehend the material and 
physical dimensions of everyday spaces of care alongside the emotional and affective 
labour often ingrained within caring relationships (Bowlby 2011; Conradson 2003a; 
Milligan and Wiles 2010; Raghuram 2016). Far less attention has been paid to virtual 
spatialities of care – including blogs – as well as the diverse ways that care is practiced at-
distance. While spatial distance is implied online, in this paper we suggest that proximity in 
care relationships can be maintained through virtual presence (Bowlby 2011; Milligan and 
                                                          
66 Modest fashion is a style of dress worn by women globally, from secular and non-secular backgrounds 
(Lewis, 2013). Here, we refer to a subset of modest fashion by focusing solely on Muslim women’s modest 
fashion. 
67 We also acknowledge that blogs (alongside other online community spaces) can be unsafe spaces that 
promote and contain cultures of bullying, trolling and stalking (Kinsley 2013). 
68 This paper does not contend that all modest fashion blogs function in ways that provide care for followers. 
Modest fashion blogs, and fashion blogs more broadly are, enrolled in branding, advertising and consumption 
– Sara’s included. The narrative told in this paper is of a specific case where care emerged as a theme through 
conversations about blogging. We tell it here to inform a different way of thinking about blogs, and to 
encourage scholars to look for networks of care in other unlikely spaces. 
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Wiles 2010). We also trouble understandings that proximate care need be personal. It is 
entirely possible for care to be exchanged through its anonymity, as evidenced in online 
forums and discussion groups (Atkinson and Ayers 2010; McCosker and Darcy 2013). 
Practices of care-at-distance can be enacted through generating communities of 
intersectional subjectivities, where shared experiences and a sense of solidarity prevail 
(Hanivsky 2014). Care is also an inherently relational process (Conradson 2003a, b; Bowlby 
2012; Milligan and Wiles 2010; Raghuram 2016) and thus, the reciprocity and mutuality of 
care for bloggers – such as Sara – is also foregrounded.  
Our paper is principally structured around a series of edited conversations between the 
researcher (Elyse) and blogger (Sara). Drawing on Sara’s personal narrative, it explores the 
ways in which digital technologies are used to enact dialogic relations of care-at-distance. It 
begins by introducing Sara in the context of her role as a modest fashion blogger, 
highlighting the importance of clothing to Muslim women, and its role in building relations 
between people. In the following section, we explore geographies of care, and care-at-
distance by highlighting the uniqueness of modest fashion blogs as everyday sites of care 
and blogging as a form of care practice. We then outline our positionalities as co-authors, 
and as researcher and participant. To highlight the importance of modest fashion blogs to 
care-at-distance, virtual and distant interactions are considered through a series of edited 
excerpts between Sara and Elyse. Clothing provides a unique portal for care. For Muslim 
women, clothing and fashion is ubiquitous, morally charged and visually appealing. The 
diverse positioning of clothing as a bodily necessity, religious and cultural identifier and as 
an aesthetic tool lends itself to a range of difference social, material and spatial encounters. 
Conversations within this fashion space reveal gestures of care within the practice of 
blogging, made apparent through public and private relationships built online. 
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Nevertheless, caution is needed. Admittedly, not all fashion or modest fashion blogs work 
in ways that promote or enable care-at-distance. Fashion blogs are also strongly linked to 
advertising, branding and consumption – and thus, we are careful not to romanticise the 
potential of modest fashion blogs as space of care-at-distance without consideration of the 
constraints and challenges, both for Sara as a blogger and for the young women she with 
whom she communicates69. This particular reading of care-at-distance has implications for 
how we envision online environments as mutual space of care, welcome and generosity at-
distance – but also how the everyday lives of young Muslim women are understood, 
particularly those from Anglocentric nations such as Australia.  
 
@Sara_Why: Modest Fashion Blogger 
Sara is a self-identified Lebanese-Australian Muslim from Sydney’s ethnically diverse south-
western suburbs. Known online by the moniker @Sara_Why, Sara has been actively 
blogging since 2010 and, at the time of writing, had a lively following online of over 23,000 
people. It is difficult to know the exact demographic of her followers. Sara’s sense is that 
she connects mostly with a younger generation of Muslim women – primarily between the 
ages of 12 and 30 years, many of whom are relatively new wearers of hijab, or are 
considering wearing hijab for the first time. Sara also understands that her followers are 
increasingly global. While the majority are from Australia, a number of followers now hail 
from nearby Muslim-majority neighbours, Indonesia and Malaysia. @Sara_Why connects 
with this broad online community via Instagram70 – a current and popular way to share 
                                                          
69 We also acknowledge, for instance, the negative impact that blogging can have on bloggers, and those that 
follow blogs (Chittenden 2010; Titton 2015).  
70 Sara’s initial interactions with blogging were via BlogSpot blog, which she actively used until 2015. 
279 
 
visual representations of fashion and style71. While blogging is often thought of as 
containing longer format, journal entry style posts (Beta 2014; Lövheim 2011, 2013; 
McCosker and Darcy 2013), a growing group of Instagrammers have co-opted the term72. 
Instagram is fast becoming the favoured medium amongst fashion bloggers for its visuality, 
aesthetics, speed and interactivity in comparison to long-form blog posts (Beta 2014)73. 
Notable extras that assist Sara’s online presence include Pinterest and SnapChat profiles, a 
YouTube channel and an online clothing store – Modest Wear. ‘What I wore’ pictures of 
outfits are Sara’s most common form of blog post, generally uploaded once per day (Figure 
8.1). Photos are a mix of ‘selfies’74 or portrait photographs taken by Sara’s husband or 
family members. In these images, Sara is often placed either in her spatially anonymous 
home or backyard in the south-western suburbs of Sydney, or iconic places along Sydney’s 
harbour and coastline. Sara’s ‘look’ is achieved through a subtle layering of garments. Dress 
typically includes loosely fitted trousers, maxi skirts, full-length blouses and trench coats. 
On her head, Sara wears a single headscarf and a cap, usually in contrasting colours. 
Instructional video and picture tutorials for new hijab or dress styles are a less regular, but 
extremely important, component of the profile of @Sara_Why. Q&A videos are also a 
common fixture, where Sara responds to everyday concerns facing young Muslim women, 
tackling themes such as cultural differences and relationships75. As is typical of blogs, Sara’s 
community of followers are able to post and respond to comments or contact Sara directly 
                                                          
71 Launched in October 2010, Instagram has over 300 million active users who, on average, share 70 million 
images and 2.5 billion ‘likes’ per day (Instagram, 2015). Instagram has built-in capacities for editing images, 
such as photo filters and cropping, horizon straightening and fading tools. Often, hashtags and captions are 
added to images to help users search and find images in a specific theme. Users may ‘like’ or share images, 
add comments and hashtags (Beta, 2014). Images and short videos are uploaded via mobile phone app or 
website. 
72 Also known as ‘microblogging’ or ‘instablogging’: the activity of short but frequent posts.  
73 Throughout this paper we use ‘blog’ interchangeably to refer to either Sara’s BlogSpot website or Instagram 
account. 
74 A ‘selfie’ is a fast self-portrait photograph, typically taken with a camera phone or digital camera held in the 
hand or via reflection in a mirror.  
75 In late 2016, Sara and her husband welcomed a child. As new mother, the nature of her blog has shifted 
since the conversations that informed this paper. While Sara regularly posts about clothing and relationships, 
she also now discusses aspects of home and home-making, and motherhood. 
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via direct messaging or email. Sara generates an income from the blog through advertising 
– but such benefits are not always monetary. ‘Income’ may take the form of clothes or 
homewares as they are featured. 
It is also important to frame the geopolitical circumstance from where Sara blogs. Sydney 
offers a distinctive context for the narrative of a Lebanese-Australian Muslim fashion 
blogger. The south-western corridor of Sydney, where Sara has grown up, and still lives 
and blogs from, has a diverse and broad settlement of immigrant and Australian Muslims 
with heritage from Lebanon, Turkey, Afghanistan, Iran, Syria and Indonesia (Dunn 2004). 
During the past two decades, representations of Lebanese-Australian Muslims in particular 
have been mediated by a public discourse of terrorism, national security, immigration, 
violence, drug-dealing and sexual assault (Aly 2009; Dunn 2004; Itaoui 2016; Khamis 
2010). Lebanese-Australian Muslim women have not been exempt from resulting 
stereotypes. Racial and cultural typecasts persist. Poynting’s (2009) research with second-
generation Australian-Lebanese teenage women living in Sydney, for instance, highlighted 
their experiences of  highly politicised opinions about banning hijab in schools from 
federal government ministers, and everyday racism from teachers and peers. So while 
Muslim women are visible in Australia, they are often voiceless76. Further, Muslim women 
entering adulthood have not had their own experiences reflected in public media in the 
same ways as other young Australian women – on television, radio, or magazines. For 
many young Lebanese-Australian Muslim women, balancing their cultural, ethnic and 
religious identities and experiences with ‘Australian values’ is tricky (Poynting 2009).  
                                                          
76 Slowly, representations of Muslim women appear to be shifting. The creation of the Burquini by Sydney-
based Lebanese-Australian Muslim Aheda Zanetti, for instance, has actively reworked an entrenched symbol 
of Australian culture with Muslim modesty (Khamis 2010). In 2012, the Powerhouse Museum held a major 
exhibition titled ‘Faith, Fashion, Fusion: Muslim women’s style in Australia’. This exhibition showcased a 
number of local modest fashion designers, alongside a number of ‘everyday’ influential Muslim women 
(Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences 2017). The exhibition has since travelled nationally in Australia, and at 




   
Figure 8.1: An example of a ‘What I Wore’ post. Sara generally posts once a day to Instagram (Source 
@Sara_Why, with permission). 
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Dispelling stereotypes of Muslim women as shrouded, passive victims, modest fashion 
bloggers are one form of media that resist traditional cultural niches by forging new 
‘Muslim looks’, bringing culturally familiar styles into new public spaces where the 
meanings of identities attached to dress are reassessed and negotiated (Lewis 2013; Tarlo 
2007, 2010). Most critically, blogs have encouraged a platform where voices of diverse, 
young, Muslim women can be heard, and where experiences can be shared. I now advance 
these ideas by reviewing research on care-at-distance in online spaces. 
 
Locating care online: care-at-distance in virtual space 
At its core, registers of care are provoked by ‘ordinary emotions’ such as ‘love, laughter, 
guilt, empathy and sympathy’ (Raghuram 2016: 513) which invites us to ‘recognise the lived 
experiences of others’ (Conradson 2011: 454). In an attempt to simplify the complexity 
involved in the ‘emotive, moral and political registers’ (Raghuram 2016: 514) of what it 
means to care, Milligan and Wiles (2010) distinguished between caring about and caring for, 
suggesting that the two terms signify the differences and connections based on ‘care as a 
feeling’, which is performed often, and care as ‘a tangible interaction’ (Blazek et al.  2015: 
48; see also Bowlby 2011, 2012; Tronto 1993). Such distinctions echo ‘differences in care as 
an ethic and care as a practice’ (Popke 2006; Raghuram 2016, p.516). This paper follows 
Milligan and Wiles (2010: 737) to define care, as: ‘the provision of practical or emotional 
support’. But critically, our definition of care and caring relationships is also informed by 
‘where they take place’ (Milligan and Wiles 2010: 738 emphasis in original; Raghuram 2016). 
Spatially, caring for has typically denoted proximity, whereas caring about has also 
encapsulated distance (Noddings 1984). Caring values such as empathy, receptiveness and 
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consideration are thought to be most easily represented in spaces where individuals are 
physically co-present, such as at home, work or within the community (Conradson 2003b; 
Darling 2011; Lawson 2007), leaving alternative forms of contact (and proximity) sidelined 
(Milligan and Wiles 2010). Rather than singling out ‘geographical measurement’ as a sole 
‘proxy for distance and proximity’ (Milligan and Wiles 2010: 741), this story uncovers 
opportunities for expressions of care-at-distance for anonymous and unknown others. In 
order to bridge such ‘discontinuities of scale’ (Atkinson 2011: 623) one must first consider 
the multiplicity of spaces in which diverse embodied and social discourses of care emerge. 
Research concerned with care for distant others has thus explored a growing diversity of 
examples, from transnational care (Bastia 2015), motivations of charitable gifting by donors 
in the Global North (Raghuram et al. 2009; Silk 1998, 2004), ethical consumption (McKie 
et al. 2002; Popke 2006), and broader complex discussions around morals and 
responsibility (Barnett and Land 2007, Cloke et al. 2007; Lawson 2007).  
An emerging area of investigations into care-at-distance has considered the shifting nature 
of more traditional forms of care – namely health care – which is increasingly provided 
remotely through new and emerging technologies. Taking a different perspective on 
contemporary care-work, Roberts et al. (2012) highlighted the emotional labour undertaken 
by telecare operators in remote call and monitoring centres. Rather than being a 
disembodied form of labour at-distance, teleworkers were found to invest significant effort 
to ensure that elderly clients were cared for, caring for clients through voice and shared 
knowledge. Thus, it is entirely possible for care to take place in a spatially disparate place, 
but to still be ‘emotionally proximate’ (Milligan and Wiles 2010: 741). Longhurst (2013) 
explored the highly mobile but distant medium of Skype to uncover the significance of 
emotional and maternal caring, between mother and child. Although not explicitly framed 
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through the lens of care, Longhurst (2013) revealed how embodied and emotional 
relationships can be maintained online via real-time images. Skype allows bodies to dwell 
within the material spaces of loved ones, to feel in sync with their bodies and comforted 
despite being physically distant (Longhurst 2013). A small number of studies have also 
begun to consider the ways that care is provided at-distance via blogs or discussion forums, 
often for unknown or anonymous others. Atkinson and Ayers (2010), for instance, framed 
online health-focused sites – such as discussion forums – as alternative caring spaces to 
clinical management, finding that health stories of strangers were beneficial for 
encouraging individuals to seek help, addressing inequalities in health care systems. 
Concentrating on the affective labour involved in cancer blogging, McCosker and Darcy 
(2013) found that blogs offered shared support amongst cancer suffers, establishing a form 
of non-institutional management. In that case, blogging helped shape broader 
understandings of cancer sufferers alongside deeply personal experiences and bodily affect. 
Critically, this research has found that care for distant others may not involve meeting the 
needs of a person directly, but may instead involve the support of care practice that 
improves people’s ability to care for one another or for oneself.  
Fashion blogs as a source of support, comfort or care in general have received far less 
attention. A notable exception is important work from Lövheim (2011, 2013) which has 
begun to uncover the ways in which communication between bloggers and their readers in 
popular Swedish personal fashion and style blogs can promote shared values and relations 
within broader online communities. Based on an analysis of seventeen blogs and 4860 
blogger and reader comments, Lövheim (2013) found that although bloggers sought to 
integrate aspects of emotional work in communication that served their own interests, 
needs and financial gains, the sharing of values ultimately led to meaningful exchanges and 
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built a sense of community with readers. Thus care – even at-distance – is multi-directional 
and involves a reciprocal interdependence where the provider and recipient are mutually 
involved in the coproduction of care (Cloke et al. 2007; Darling 2011; Fine and 
Glenndinning 2005). Through the practice of blogging, it has been found that bloggers too 
gain emotional management, empowerment, agency and control (Doucet and Mauthner 
2013; McCosker and Darcy 2013).  
The types of embodied and emotional labour featured in such analyses are a reminder of 
intricacies of care-at-distance, particularly when informed by critiques of how, when and 
with whom care-work takes place (Bowlby 2011; Milligan and Wiles 2010; Ragharum 2016). 
As with proximate and embodied encounters of care, questions of the fluid aspects of 
intersectional identities involved with care-at-distance in virtual spaces are paramount 
(Ragharum 2016). Intersections of gender, ethnicity, religion, age and class infuse online 
caring relationships, variously constraining and enabling a shared sense of identity. In this 
paper, we seek to strengthen geographic theorisations of care by taking conceptual 
inspiration from intersectionality (Hankivsky 2014). While geographers have long drawn on 
intersectionality to interpret issues of diversity, inclusion/exclusion and power (see 
Valentine 2007; Longhurst and Johnston 2014, for example), and particularly among 
intersections of youth, gender and religion (Dwyer 1999; Hopkins 2007), an intersectional 
approach is rarely used in geographical theorisations of care, or care-work.  Thus, in this 
paper we draw heavily on the approach used by Hankivsky (2014), who argues that it is 
‘because of its sensitivity and responsiveness to other person’s individual differences, 
uniqueness and whole particularity’ that an ethic of care gives ‘new meaning and 
significance to human differences that arise from gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, ability 
and geographic location’ (Hankivsky 2014: 256).  
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Concerning the labour of care, criticism has surfaced in recent years due to a lack of 
distinction between care that might be labelled ‘work’ (whether paid or not), and care that 
occurs as an outcome of altruism, friendship or love (Bowlby 2012; Lawson 2007; Milligan 
and Wiles 2010). Central to this critique has been the inseparability between emotional love 
or labour and what might traditionally be understood as the ‘work’ in a caring relationship 
– particularly in relation to gendered labour (Milligan and Wiles 2010; Raghuram 2016). It 
is perhaps unsurprising, then, that recent research on digital cultural industries has tended 
to ignore the subjectivities of gender and femininity online (Doucet and Mauthner 2013; 
Duffy 2015). The practice of blogging has legitimised labour as ‘always on, always 
connected’ leading to an erosion of work and leisure (Crewe 2013: 760; McCosker and 
Darcy 2013). Previous accounts of blogging labour have tended to focus on the flexible 
employment of personal blogs, highlighting opportunities to combining (paid) work and 
childcare duties (Doucet and Mauthner 2013) or increased social currency (Duffy 2015). 
While there are examples where personal blogs explicitly cross into formal sphere of labour 
– particularly in cases where they are motivated by individual interest of ‘self-validation, 
social position or financial gain’ (Doucet and Mauthner 2013; Lövheim 2013: 624), often 
overlooked is the personal investment that bloggers make to establish and maintain 
relationships. The outcome has been that this mode of affective or emotional labour has 
remained largely unacknowledged – although it involves relations built around promoting a 
sense of ease, comfort, well-being or satisfaction (McCosker and Darcy 2013). Also 
unaccounted for in caring relationships at-distance is the responsibility or moral obligation 
for care, which intersects with the affective and emotional labour of blogging. The 
empirical section of this paper shows that the blurred lines between labour and care-work 
in blogs can serve to devalue the hard work that goes into cultivating and maintaining 
relationships at-distance, or the responsibility involved in care-at-distance. Care-at-distance 
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and care-work carried out at-distance is considered through intersections of blog spaces of 
care and the embodied emotional experiences of giving support and advice online with 
followers who are ‘distant’ in relationship and knowing.  
 
The significance of modest fashion blogs   
This paper’s focus on care through the medium of fashion invites consideration of the role 
of popular culture in shifting ethnic, gendered and religious geographies. A significant 
thread of geographical research has explored intersections of multiple and fluid 
subjectivities of Muslims living, studying or working in Muslim-minority countries 
(Aitchison et al. 2007; Dunn and Hopkins 2016; Hopkins and Gale 2009; Itaoui 2016), 
particularly women (Dreher and Ho 2009; Dwyer 1999, 2000; Franceschelli and O’Brien 
2015; Poynting 2009; Tarlo 2007, 2010). More recent research has considered such 
intersections in online spaces, including discussion forums or modest fashion blogs. It has 
found that Muslim women globally are creatively utilising modest fashion blogs in the 
construction and circulation of new identities, knowledge and ideas, in unique and diverse 
ways (Akou 2015; Hoekstra and Verkuyten 2014; Lewis 2013, 2015; Piela 2013, 2015). 
Importantly, blogs have provided a parallel world of women-led discussion for a younger 
generation typically ignored by mainstream fashion media (Aly 2009; Lewis 2013). While 
we agree that dress is an overdetermined signifier for female Muslim identities (Aly 2009; 
Dwyer 1999, 2000), the  display of young female, ethnic and religious identities via modest 
fashion blogs has helped to destabilise the homogenous idea of Muslim femininity by 
emphasising multiple, rather than single interpretations, of self and creating alternative 
identities (Dwyer 1999, 2000). But the ways in which multiple and fluid identities intersect 
with modest fashion blogs to create spaces where young women can seek support, 
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friendship and care has seldom been subject to close examination. By emphasising 
intersections of religion, gender, ethnicity and age as played out in modest fashion blogs, 
we are interested in developing a deeper understanding of the role of online spaces in 
connecting and communicating diverse identities and subjectivities (Probyn 2003), and in 
particular, providing a space where care-at-distance is done.  
That blogs are becoming a popular communication channel among young Muslim women 
globally is unsurprising. Akou (2015: 284) suggested a number of reasons why Muslim 
women might turn to the Internet: to avoid appearing uninformed about a topic, to ask 
questions that are deemed too sensitive for family or peers, to connect globally with a more 
diverse range of viewpoints or to overcome feelings of isolation (see also Peila 2013). 
However blogs, alongside other aforementioned social media platforms – such as 
Instagram – have recently earned growing criticism for their supposed role in ‘curating’ 
particular lived experiences and knowledge, thereby manipulating representational power 
(McNary and Hardin 2013). The concept of curation, although historically belonging to art 
worlds, has crossed over to popular culture as a way to study practices and actors in 
contemporary consumer spaces (Joosse and Hracs 2015). Modest fashion bloggers fit 
within contemporary ideas of curation as interpreters, translators and shapers of modest 
fashion space by sorting, organising and ascribing value to different products and things 
(Joosse and Hracs 2015). The practice of blogging creates value through conversation, and 
shapes perceptions of audiences who interact within online platforms. While modest 
fashion blogs outwardly focus on individual self-expression of identity and personal style, 
often overlooked are the ways in which the ‘curation’ of personal stories can create space 
for relations of friendship and support around individual and shared experiences to 
emerge. Modest fashion blogs have been used to self-document intimate and personal 
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experiences – like buying a home, marriage or having a baby – charting the authors’ life 
over many years, and drawing attention, comradery and concern along the way. Blogs have 
provided users (authors and readers) with a continual platform to produce, express and 
connect with others, while at the same time undertaking intimate and emotional 
management of relationships that might transpire between blogger and follower, or 
between followers (McCosker and Darcy 2013). Blogs, as supportive, sympathetic and 
compassionate environments, are also a useful case study through which to explore social 
diversity of care practices (i.e. who cares, how and where that care takes place).  
As informal networks of communication become more popular, modest fashion blogs 
have potential to facilitate a space of care, but also to extend geographical and temporal 
scales across which care-work can be undertaken (Ragharum 2016). As explored further 
below, care-at-distance is assisted by expressions of particular intersections of identity – 
being young, Muslim, female and Lebanese-Australian. These intersections take shape 
within – and give shape to – blogs as spaces which provide care-at-distance. We turn now 
to outline our positionalities as co-authors, and as researcher and participant before the 
commencing the empirical section of the paper. 
 
Positioning the research and participatory co-writing 
Prefacing this discussion, we acknowledge our positionality and how it affects, limits and 
provides insights to the research. Given this paper overtly discusses modest dress, in 
pursuing this research Elyse wished to avoid objectifying Muslim identities, particularly as a 
non-Muslim, Anglo Australian researcher. Following Ahmed (2000: 166), we agree that 
‘speaking for the other […] is premised in fantasies of absolute proximity and absolute 
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distance’. The kind of ‘ventriloquism’ often featured in research about female Muslim 
identities both ‘silences and confines the subject for whom the author speaks’ (Sinha and 
Back 2013: 11). Thus, the research methodology evolved by researching ‘not on, but with’, 
appreciating a more social process of research in which ‘the voice itself becomes a value’ 
(Sinha and Back 2013: 11). Elyse’s ‘webservations’ of @Sara_Why also shifted the ‘rhythms 
and temporalities of “traditional” participant engagement’ as ‘fieldwork became woven 
through everyday life’ (de Jong 2015b: 215; Morrow et al. 2015). Engaging with 
@Sara_Why in person and online over time meant that ‘experiences and ideas were kept 
alive, moved and formed’ (de Jong 2015b: 215).  
Elyse’s own positionality shaped the questions asked, the political priorities through which 
the interviews were initially interpreted and the relationship between researcher and 
blogger/co-author (Morrow et al. 2015). Sara played an active role in how the research was 
shaped: in framing questions asked, the relationship with the data and – and ultimately, the 
way this manuscript was formed. To write this manuscript with a participant researcher has 
been a rewarding experience for Elyse, and a highlight of her dissertation. Having the 
opportunity to experiment with participatory research has allowed Elyse to mobilise her 
knowledge and skill to tell a particular story of distant care-work within a particular online 
community that might have otherwise have been left unsaid. Sara and Elyse hope to work 
on future collaborative projects that highlight different avenues for care among young 
Muslim women. But there are, of course, weaknesses to this approach which have shaped 
the telling of Sara’s narrative in particular ways, and may have – at times – prevented 
critical analysis. Co-writing with a participant researcher has, for instance, made it difficult 
to challenge the positive self-image (of a good, sincere and helpful Muslim) that Sara 
wishes to promote via her blog. It is worth reiterating here that the value of this paper was 
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not to make claims of care through all fashion blogs – but rather, to reveal particular 
relations that evolved, in this case at least, through the use of clothing and fashion, and 
through blogs. 
Sara (blogger and co-author) occupies multiple subjectivities: as a recently married, young 
Muslim Lebanese woman, as middle class and as a prominent figure within the south-
western Sydney Lebanese community. Elyse (researcher) also occupies multiple 
subjectivities: racialized as ‘white’ Anglo Australian; non-Muslim; female; middle class; 
tertiary educated and fellow-Sydney sider from the ethnically and religiously dissimilar 
coastal fringe of Sydney’s southern suburbs. Elyse’s positionality as an Anglo-Australian, 
non-Muslim researcher is particularly important in informing this research. In this paper, 
we document a single narrative of modest fashion blogging from the inside – noting the 
uniqueness of the situation, particularly within the broader context of Sydney. We 
acknowledge that, as with any identity category, the homogeneity of ‘Muslim woman’ is 
fraught with complexity. We do not attempt to give a description of Lebanese-Australian 
Muslim women, nor assume meanings about hijab, other than to provide Sara’s own 
biographical context. Neither do we wish to demarcate what modesty is, nor the types of 
dress that most accurately embody it. Following Lewis (2013: 3), modesty is a ‘mutable 
concept that changes over time and is diversely adopted, rejected and altered by or in some 
cases imposed on different groups on women… in different times or different places’. In 
lieu of what typically constitutes ethnographic ‘evidence’ in geographical research, what 
follows are a series of edited excerpts from two conversations between Elyse and Sara that 
took place in February and July, 2015. The interviews are presented as a dialogue, revealing 
intertwined themes that give insights to identity and belonging online, alongside the 
responsibility of and surprising benefits to providing care-at-distance. To highlight the 
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ways that care is distributed our dialogue is also punctuated with examples of public 
conversations between Sara and readers.  
 
Care and care-work at-distance in modest fashion blogs  
The dialogue begins here with Sara recalling her early experiences with fashion, and how 
they framed her approach to modest fashion: 
…combining both culture and religion is important to me. My family is very 
traditional, and that has been a big influence on my identity, including the way I 
dress. The most important garment in my wardrobe is my hijab. To me it’s a sense 
of keeping myself to me, but at the same time displaying just my personality. All 
you see is my personality and I love that, you know? You don’t have to judge me by 
how I look underneath. Wearing the hijab built up my confidence. I can play around 
and style it the way I want, it reflects who I am and reflects my personality. I always 
say that if it wasn’t for my hijab, I don’t think I’d have the confidence I have. I feel 
like I would still be that girl who has no voice if it wasn’t for the hijab, you know? 
I think any girl that’s going to put the hijab on in this day and age is very lucky. 
When I put the hijab on my mum had to sew us everything. There was nothing for 
us. We had to go down to Cabramatta77 and get scarfs from material stores. My 
mum would also take us into Sportsgirl or Valleygirl78, and we would just have to 
match things that were long. But now you’ve got all these stores that sell all these 
hijabs and modest clothing and they say like ‘modest clothing’ so you can just buy it 
and you know what you’re going to get is modest. There are over 50 stores in my 
local area that sell Muslim fashion wear. It’s very popular. 
 
                                                          
77 Cabramatta is a suburb in south-western Sydney popular for wholesale fabric and textile stores. 




Born out of prior work experience with a local modest fashion store, @Sara_Why grew by 
‘putting up pictures of my clothing on Instagram, my outfits, my accessories…just random 
stuff’, celebrating the diversity of modest fashion with family and friends, rather than a 
medium to vocalise internal or external community pressures. Although Islamic and 
modest fashion has gained some acceptance through the increased availability and presence 
of modest clothing stores, Muslim women continue to face pressures when adhering to 
personal, moral and ethnic dress codes (Lewis 2013). As the blog gained traction and Sara’s 
popularity online grew the blog soon became an outlet for Sara to publically endorse her 
own intersecting subjectivities – proudly representing herself as a young, Lebanese-
Australian, woman and ‘visibly Muslim’ (Tarlo 2007). Sara’s subjectivities resonated with 
readers, and she became an insider to the everyday issues and concerns held by other 
young Muslim women. Acceptance is dependent on being able to successfully enact and 
claim particular identities. Thus, Sara’s posts inform a dialogic relationship; simultaneously 
she expresses her own interests to her audience, while reconfirming her own multiple 
subjectivities to herself:  
I focus on the younger generations. I try to encourage the younger girls to express 
themselves. I feel these days a lot of girls are sort of getting confused about what is 
appropriate for them to wear. The purpose of the blog is to inspire young Muslim 
women. I try to encourage girls to love their hijab, culture and faith; to feel proud of 
that and not less privileged than others. The hijab is part of our religion and the girls 
want to put in on, but they’re scared. They’re like ‘I’ve got this scarf on my head, 
what are people going to think of me?’. So I use the blog to try to encourage a lot 
of the younger girls to try to express themselves through fashion. I say ‘You can 
still shop at Sportsgirl, you can still shop at Sass’n’Bide or Zimmerman and you can still 
put together all these bits and pieces but you can do it in a modest way to wear the 
hijab with it’.  
Elyse: How are you mindful of the ways you portray yourself through the blog? 
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Sara: I feel like I’m honest with the way that I portray myself online. I don’t feel 
like I need to put on a fake persona for people to feel more attracted to the blog or 
style of dress. @Sara_Why is a reflection of how proud I am as a young Lebanese-
Australian Muslim woman. I’m proud of who I am. Proud of my culture, religion 
and hijab. 
[But] there are so many different aspects to modest fashion. Everyone interprets it 
in different ways. My opinion is that wearing something loose makes it modest 
fashion. Not tight, not fitted. Covered. Covering your figure, not making it too 
tight, or whatever. Being modest is not just about the way a person dresses. It’s in 
your speech, the way you act, the way you walk, the way you dress, the way you 
portray yourself. I’m not saying I’m perfect. I wear jeans. I try and cover jeans with 
a long top. I don’t sit there and preach that I’m a perfect Muslim. Young girls, 
they’re not going to stop wearing jeans. That’s alright. Wear jeans. I try to show 
them if you want to wear jeans try to cover up with a long top or you know, a long 
jacket or something that can still keep that modest... It’s just a matter of trying to 
bring the two together and not make it look immodest. That’s basically the whole 
point. Wear whatever you want to wear, just be modest. I feel like it is a big 
confidence issue. Especially now, because there is not a lot of support.  
Elyse: Do you think the lack of support is within the Lebanese or Muslim 
community, or within the broader Australian community? 
Sara: I feel like it’s just our country. The young ones feel targeted, and I feel like 
you shouldn’t feel that way, you know? It’s your head, you get to put whatever you 
want on it. No one is going to say ‘oh, you were forced’. You weren’t forced. It’s 
your choice. If no one likes it they don’t have to look. But some people are just so 
judgemental.  
 
Instead of presenting a lone voice on her blog, written text, photos and (although less 
regular) video communicate that ‘I am not the only one’. As Conradson (2003b: 521) notes, 
there are few spaces of care ‘which seek to provide a place for people to relate to others 
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and to simply be’. As unpacked further below, for young women the lack of support within 
their immediate Muslim community, but also the national Australian community, creates a 
sense of exclusion. The freedom and openness ‘to simply be’ sets blogs apart from 
proximate spaces of care – like those found in personal peer groups or community 
organisations. @Sara_Why is an inclusive space. In presenting experiences of her own 
intersecting subjectivities, Sara cares about others – distant strangers – who may face the 
same experiences in the future. Below Sara describes what part of herself she includes in 
the blog, and hints at some of the challenges of so doing: 
Young girls want to find inspiration from someone who is young, just like them. I 
feel like when they see someone their age doing something and it’s working for 
them, they feel like ‘Ok. I can do that. I can do that and make it work for me’. I’ve 
got so much support from my family and followers, that keeps me motivated and a 
lot of the younger women take inspiration from that. I’ve tried to build a 
relationship with my followers so it’s not all just about fashion. I try to show then a 
bit of my life as well. I try to build a relationship, otherwise it’s just like ‘oh you put 
another picture of an outfit up’. I try my best to share my life with my ‘online 
family’ as much as I can without losing the privacy between my husband and I, or 
with family and friends. I try to show the girls that they can be comfortable with 
me so they feel more open to send me direct emails or ask me for advice. I want to 
show them that you can ask me whatever they want, you know? I’m human just like 
you. I’m not famous of anything! [laughs] I feel good when I’m walking and 
someone says ‘Hi @Sara_Why!’. I feel like ‘you’ve done something, you’ve 
accomplished something’. It also makes me happy to see girls communicating with 
one another in the comments section. When I read the conversations they have 
together under the pictures on my blog it puts a huge smile on my face. 
 
Presenting herself as a young, recently married, Lebanese Australian Muslim women 
involves challenges, particularly in the blurring of personal and professional and the risk of 
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‘loosing privacy’. However, the freedom in interaction and the informal and interpersonal 
nature of the blog encourages open and supportive conversation between blogger and 
reader, but also between readers. Some of the conversations with readers that stem from 
posts occur publicly – in unison with other readers (for example see Figure 8.2). Other 
conversations are held in personal communication. Here, Sara elaborates further on some 
of the reasons followers contact her, and the sense of responsibility she feels to provide 
support, advice and care: 
I’ve got my direct email up there. I don’t have a business one. It’s sort of like, that’s 
my email. You can email me directly, like a friend, you know? Most of my messages 
are people who want a bit of help with their outfits. They’ll send me a picture of a 
dress and say to me ‘what can I wear with this?’. I can get up to 10 messages a day. 
Some people who contact me ask things like ‘I want to put the hijab on, but I’m 
scared I might look like, ugly’. I feel like just saying ‘NO! You’re not going to look 
ugly!’.  
Sometimes I receive very personal messages that ask questions about relationships 
or deeply religious matters. While I feel honoured that they came to me, I might 
not understand their situation and don’t want to give wrong advice. But I do feel 
responsible in those cases to reply. I will always keep details anonymous, but at 
times I seek help in my family or an elder in my local community to personally 
work out what is best to reply.  
[Readers] find someone that they can connect with, even if they’ve never spoken to 
you. They like the way you dress and they connect to you. And then they ask for 
advice as if they’ve met you before. So you build that connection, that relationship 
with your followers and you don’t even know that they know you. But when they 
speak to you, you automatically have that connection with them, even though 
you’ve got no idea what they look like or you know? Or who they are, what type of 
family they come from or where they live, you just feel that connection with them. 
So it’s [the blog] definitely somewhere that people can come for advice. 
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Elyse: Are there other places in your community young Muslim women can go to 
discuss personal issues? 
Sara: There is. There are Islamic community centres or you could go to a Mosque 
where you can speak to somebody about it. If you’re young and you feel like you’re 
unaware about something, there is always somebody you can talk to – like the elder 
women in the community. But that’s also why it is always good to have somebody 
in the public saying ‘do it!’. It’s making a statement. But I know there’s a lot of 
countries where they don’t have that opportunity. They don’t offer that service, you 
know? So [some people will have] to go online to find that advice or support. 
 
Creating a space of welcome becomes entangled with ‘relational webs of friendship, advice 
and help’ (Darling 2011: 410). Although Sara acknowledges that there are many other 
women within local Muslim communities that young women can confide in – such as 
family, peers, community groups and in local religious organisations – care-at-distance is 
situated through the negotiation of multiple, overlapping identities that are embedded in 
online space by means of virtual communication. Sara’s positionalities – as female, woman, 
Muslim – mean she is often accepted as an insider to the everyday issues pertaining to 
other young Muslim women, as someone who can provide care. Through Sara’s narrative 
we gain insights into the moral responsibility or cost of caring (see Figure 8.2). Being open, 
listening to conversation, and feeling ‘responsible’ to reply describes the affective 
emotional aspects of care-work as identified by Milligan (2005) Communicating with 









While there is much value in attending and responding to the needs of distance others via 
@Sara_Why, there are also constraints and challenges in reproducing life online: it can be 
burdensome to ‘curate’ a particular identity that can be accepted as ‘good’ by both Muslims 
and non-Muslims. Although Sara acknowledged not being the victim of ethnic or religious 
discrimination, being ‘good’ by appearing non-conservative or aligning with ‘Australian 
values’ could negate her exposure to racism from non-Muslims. Appearing ‘good’, but 
claiming to be ‘imperfect’, is also illustrative of negotiating moral and religious pressures 
within Sara’s own immediate and online Muslim communities. In appearing ‘good’, 
however, Sara avoids a political divide confronting Muslim women in Australia. While Sara 
broaches political issues via YouTube videos (often in relation to faith, family or 
relationships), significant conversations (that are, for instance, related to relationships or 
religious conversion) are carried out in the background, in private. As a public voice that 
can provide advice, support and friendship at-distance, Sara is challenged to be attentive 
and responsive to ‘circuits of power and privilege’ (Lawson 2007: 7) invariably connected 
to others who follow Sara at-distance. Some have questioned what limitations there are on 
true expression of freedom online (Lövheim 2011, 2013) or if the authenticity of a 
blogger’s online presence could negatively be seen as a vehicle for corporate culture 
(Doucet and Mauthner 2013). In Sara’s case, emotional work of care-at-distance, carried 
out both publicly and privately, confirms the shared values of the interaction for the 
purpose of building and maintaining meaningful exchanges with readers (Lövheim 2013). 
In other words, the construction of common values and community is the main purpose of 
communication, rather than self-validation or personal gain, or even fashion. 
Sara carries out diverse types of ‘work’ through the blog – and there are variations in the 
types of labour involved in caring (Raghuram 2016). While the blog is a site for care-at-
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distance, the nature of care varies dependent on the type of labour, and the nature of the 
relationships involved (Raghuram 2016). Waged or formal work, for instance, might come 
about through posting outfits or items of clothing from local modest fashion boutiques, or 
promoting new brands. Included in formal waged work is often the unpaid investment of 
self-producing photographs and video with Sara’s own equipment. Care is carried out here 
alongside intersectional subjectivities and celebration of Muslim femininities. In contrast, 
the communication of care-work-at-distance operates on a continuous cycle, with a 
personal investment of time and unpaid labour. This type of care-work occurs daily 
through conversations and sharing stories with followers who visit @Sara_Why. Care in 
this sense is related to a sense of moral responsibility, friendship and ethics. Here, Sara 
recounts how time, labour and responsibility are prioritised with daily requirements of blog 
upkeep, and sustaining contact, and care, with followers: 
I like to prioritise my email. All of the messages are important, but most to least 
[important]. The least important being someone who wants to put together an 
outfit, and most [important] being ‘I want to put the hijab on, how can you help me 
out?’. That, to me, is the most important thing. I try to reply to comments or 
questions posted underneath Instagram photos in the evening. I try my best to 
show that I care and that I read what they send me. I know that girls are benefiting 
from it because of the positive feedback I receive on my blog on a daily basis. 
It’s a big responsibility. Being a public figure, when you’re trying to represent your 
religion, that on its own is a big responsibility. So that’s why I always say I’m not 
perfect. I’m not a perfect modest dresser. I don’t claim to be. I’m not a perfect role 
model. Just take my outfits as inspiration but don’t go wearing the jeans and a short 
top and say ‘@Sara_Why told me to do this’! This is not what I do [laughs]. I have 
spoken to a lot of people in the local Muslim community who have praised my 
work, and I do also say to them that I’m not trying to be the perfect Muslim role 
model, I’m just trying to help the younger Muslim community. It makes me feel 
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better that the local Muslim community are behind me with what I do. That makes 
me feel like I am doing something right. 
 
Sara’s expression of responsibility reveals trepidation about the feelings she is supposed to 
express, versus the role she is expected to play in order to balance different aspects of 
communication with readers (Lövheim 2013). In the case of both care and responsibility, a 
crucial aspect in the motivation of action is attending to and responding to the expressions 
and claims of others. Taking on the responsibility of a role model, Sara uses her position to 
provide a space for others to talk about issues of common concern (Lövheim 2013; 
McCosker and Darcy 2013). Connected with responsibility to care-at-distance, is the 
(in)visibility of blogging labour –  where boundaries of formalised blogging ‘work’ slip into 
informal care-work. While Sara is not paid for the care-at-distance she provides, if she did 
not promote interaction with and between followers, the blog may not have such large and 
intense interest – and it is, at least in part, because of the strong and passionate following 
Sara has built up that she can maintain a formal income from the blog. Blogs, their content 
and the relationships they promote may be informed by uneven power relations (Lawson 
2007). Care is also complicated by the realities of blogs a medium of communication. 
Messages that Sara receives from followers seeking support or advice are often short, and 
provide little context about a person’s life and social relations. This is further troubled by 
the anonymity of user profiles – where key identifiers, such as age or location, are optional, 
and often absent. The scarcity of reliable information available to Sara means that it can be 
difficult to offer follow-on services in local areas or that will best provide support for a 
young person. While depersonalisation and anonymity can encourage care in some ways, 
they can also hinder the type of care that can be offered at-distance. Anonymity and 
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depersonalisation lifts care from its origins and allows it to flow through its digital forms 
(Raghuram 2016). For instance, a person who contacts Sara via her blog may receive the 
same type of care in Australia, Indonesia or Malaysia. 
However, care is not unidirectional – the processes that underpin the giving and receiving 
of care are inseparable (Cloke et al. 2007; Darling 2011). In sharing her own personal 
experiences, Sara also receives care via comments from followers (Figure 8.3). Sara 
describes the personal benefits of care gained as a blogger: 
I’ve never been trolled or bullied online. But I always say, that negative comments 
will only build you up. Those negative comments try to help you to change. The 
positive comments I get help build up my confidence. It keeps me motivated to 
keep doing what I do! At the end of the day I get inspiration for myself as well. It’s 
helping me out. When people comment and say ‘oh, that’s so nice, you look really 
good’ that builds your confidence without you even knowing. Even though you 
don’t necessarily want that, you don’t want people to always be like ‘you’re amazing 
and you’re beautiful’ it does build your confidence. 
 
Beyond the financial gains outlined above, Sara derives benefits from blogging in the form 
of ‘communal senses of connection and engagement’ with the blogging community 
(Darling 2011: 411). The blog offers Sara comradery, sociability, a boost to her own self-
esteem and confidence. Thus, practical and emotional care is performed mutually with care 




Figure 8.3: By posing questions to her followers online, a reciprocity of care (at-distance) is provided to 





In media and public discourse in Australia, social constructions of Muslim women 
implicate them as ‘out of place’ or ‘oppressed’ (Aly 2009: 24). Drawing on the story of one 
modest fashion blogger – @Sara_Why, this paper has traced a counter-narrative. The 
aesthetic medium of the blog has provided Sara an outlet to express her own multiple and 
subjectivities in a way that reflects her own reality (Aly 2009) – as Lebanese-Australian, as a 
young woman, as married, and as ‘visibly Muslim’ (Tarlo 2007). However in displaying 
these identities, the blog has played a far more powerful role than Sara initially imagined. 
Celebrating modest fashion and hijab has become a powerful visual and aesthetic ‘working 
tool’ for communicating with a wider network of young women (Tarlo 2007: 170) and for 
enabling care at-distance. Through the blog, Sara disrupts dominant hegemonic meanings 
that have framed Muslim women in the west as ‘passive’ and ‘oppressed’ (Aly 2009), and 
has created new ones, encouraging gendered, religious and ethnic identities to be 
represented, distributed and discussed (Lewis 2013). Thus, the intersection of Sara’s own 
subjectivities has ‘become the message as well as the mode of communication’ (Lövheim 
2013: 625) – a place where others are cared for at-distance through practical and emotional 
proximity (Bowlby 2011; Milligan and Wiles 2010). It is clear that the blog functions as a 
space of care, and the practice of blogging as care-work. The blog offers a space for 
sociability and conversation. Sara shares, listens, affirms and responds to matters from 
clothing advice to intimate and personal issues related to relationships or religion. In so 
doing, Sara provides a type of distant friendship – evoking intimacy, support and a shared 
sense of identity (Bowlby 2011; Lövheim 2011, 2013). In sharing her own personal 
experiences, Sara receives support via comments from followers; practical and emotional 
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care is performed mutually with care for self. Support that Sara receives from followers has 
increased her confidence, self-pride and founded a sense of wellbeing.  
Care-at-distance online – in the way it is given, and received – is nevertheless fraught with 
complexity. Providing care-at-distance to anonymous and depersonalised others has 
obvious implications for the types of care that can be offered. It can also not be 
overlooked that modest fashion blogs operate in a cultural context of intersecting 
subjectivities of self and aesthetic consumption with an aim of self-promotion and upward 
mobility. The curation of identities may be mediated in some cases to present a particular 
version of self. Finally, care-at-distance via blogs has evolved into a complicated form of 
labour, where formal work and care-work simultaneously intersect (Darling 2011; Milligan 
and Wiles 2010; Raghuram 2016). There are many questions about how to best sustain a 
commitment to the values of care when boundaries between care, work and consumption 
become increasingly blurred (Doucet and Mauthner, 2013). Greater understanding of these 
tensions in the context of care-at-distance is undoubtedly required.  
Nonetheless, recognising such limitations does not negate the potential for blogs to effect 
positive and progressive change. This paper has illuminated the ways that one Muslim 
woman is ‘actively carving out spaces online’ through which she can pursue their ‘political 
interests, education, artistic creativity, and religious experiences’ (Piela 2015: 275). Through 
the lens of fashion, modest fashion blogs have provided an opportunity for Muslim 
women, like Sara, to have stewardship over their own identities and to have their own 
voices heard – facilitating cultural spaces where religious, ethnic, age and gendered 
subjectivities, and aesthetics intersect. But critically, @Sara_Why does more than provide a 
platform for self-expression. This paper has highlighted modest fashion blogs as a platform 
that enables care-at-distance for a growing number of young Muslim women who are going 
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online to explore their own fluid subjectivities (Akou 2015; Hoekstra and Verkuyten 2014; 
Lewis 2013, 2015; Piela 2015; Tarlo 2007). @Sara_Why provides a space where distant 
(and anonymous) others come together to explore the collective negotiation of issues 
pertaining to young Muslim women. This in turn enhances mutuality and well-being for 
those who visit the blog, and for Sara herself. Blogs and the kinds of relationships that 
flourish (or wane) within online spaces remain under-researched, as do the broader benefits 
and tensions around care-at-distance in blogs. We prompt future studies to unpack such 
benefits and tensions, and the relationships contained in blogging spaces, to better 
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This paper further expands on the theme of ‘clothes-in-process’ introduced in Chapter 6. 
The central theme in this paper is how the feel of polyester clothes influences their 
biographies, their geographies, and their waste story. This aim of this paper is to illuminate 
the material and practice of clothes use as it works through various assemblages of wear 
and waste. The significant contributions of this paper are threefold. First, extending on 
Chapter 6, this paper brings the materiality of clothes and clothing textiles into focus. 
Seldom have such fabrics and textiles featured in material cultural geographic analysis. 
Second, this paper contributes to growing scholarship in geography on the material politics 
of waste. The less-than-ideal feel of polyester clothes (especially as they confront cultural 
norms surrounding sweat) commonly leads to their abandonment, their categorisation as 
waste, their being sentenced to a life in the purgatory at the back of the wardrobe. Third, 
while issues surrounding clothes waste are becoming more evident, this chapter focuses on 
polyester as a distinctive form of waste – with important differences from other clothing 








Narratives of clothing reuse and repurpose have centred on second-hand economies, 
recycling, upcycling and DIY, fashioning a particular kind of ‘wasted’ aesthetic where 
stitching, darning and patching become visible. But what of clothes that don’t show signs 
of wear, because they are made from synthetic fabrics that degrade much more slowly than 
organic materials? Drawing on ethnographic ‘fashion journeys’ with young adults from 
Sydney, Australia, this paper follows polyester clothes, geographically and temporally, 
beyond spaces of production, to their everyday use, storage, divestment, reuse and 
recirculation. Clothing is theorised as always in-process – materially, temporally and 
spatially – and understood haptically through relations between agentic component 
materials and human touch. Reconfiguring concepts of fashion waste questions how 
clothes become redundant: their material memories instead lingering in wardrobes, in 
stockpiles of divested objects and hand-me-downs, entering cycles of second-hand trade 
and ultimately, landfill. Polyester manifests a particular variant of material culture: both 
mundane and malignant, its feel and slow decay result in clothing that seldom slips from 
the category of surplus to excess in clear ways. An embodied approach, focused on 
materials and haptic properties of touch and ‘feel’, reveals the contours of an otherwise 
opaque everyday geography of clothing waste. 




Steph draws aside a set of clothes set neatly on hangers, sighing as she pulls with 
the weight of her body to search for clothes that have found their way to the 
forgotten liminal space deep within her built-in wardrobe. It is the spot, Steph tells 
me, where unresolved or ambivalent garments live. Her hand disappears in between 
the clothes, re-emerging after a short time with a black and red jumper. The 
material fibres are long and feathery. As Steph draws it out to the light the fibres 
dance and the fabric shines. Holding the jumper by the shoulders Steph says that 
this jumper is ‘really old’ but ‘really comfy’. It shows some signs of wear – bald 
patches from bodily friction and some pulling around the neckline – but it does not 
look old.  
Steph – 19, full-time international student, share household 
The object above, described from an ethnographic encounter that informed this paper, 
provides an entrée into the accumulation, abandonment and lingering of clothes. There is 
much waste in clothes. Clothing is based on an aesthetic market that fetishises the new to 
replace the old, even if the old is still ‘good as new’ (Binotto and Payne 2017: 8; Entwistle 
2009). The speeding up of production, innumerable trends and multi-seasonal cycles, and 
increasingly short stays of garments within wardrobes all amplify clothing waste (Binotto 
and Payne 2017; Emgin 2012; Norris 2012a,b, 2015; Fletcher 2016; Gregson and Crang 
2015). The purchasing, use and disposal of clothing accounts for up to 14 per cent of total 
household waste and between 7 and 10 per cent of a household’s total ecological footprint 
(Gibson et al. 2013). Figures suggest that the average person in affluent countries such as 
the United States, Britain and Australia consumes up to 27 kilograms of clothing, and 
discards 23 kilograms of clothing, annually (Allwood 2006; Cline 2013, 2014; WRAP 2014). 
More than 30 per cent of discarded clothing is destined for landfill (WRAP 2014). Clothing 
waste contributes to a range of ecological problems such as excess water use, and 
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groundwater, soil and air pollution (Allwood 2006; Cline 2013; Fletcher 2014, 2016; Norris 
2015; WRAP 2014). Clothing fibres are said to be the most abundant form of material 
waste (Siegle 2017). And indeed, the vast majority – up to two thirds – of clothing made 
and discarded globally each year now features human-made materials, such as polyester, 
which draw on finite resources including crude oil (FAO/ICAC 2013). Problems generated 
by clothing waste have a lifespan that far outweighs their short fashionable life. This is 
especially so for human-made materials. In this paper, we trace human-made clothes 
geographically, following a material that has become ubiquitous in most clothes, and that 
especially lingers across numerous material and temporal scales: polyester.  
The clothing textiles economy is awash with engineered materials that are adopted and 
manufactured into products to suit different object functions. The annual production of 
polyester now exceeds 22.67 billion tonnes (Cline 2013), making it the most produced 
textile globally. Yet seldom have such materials featured in material cultural geographic 
analysis. We follow polyester and its visceral relations beyond spaces of production, into 
everyday use, storage and divestment. We show how polyester’s materiality – its very 
plasticity – unleashes an unsettling set of contradictory relations among clothes wearers: 
discomfort and comfort, disgust and appreciation, nonchalance and neglect. Both mundane 
and malignant, polyester’s feel and slow decay mean that clothing seldom slips from the 
category of surplus to excess in clear ways. Key to our argument is that an embodied 
approach, focused on materials and the haptic properties of touch and ‘feel’, reveals 
geographies of clothing waste otherwise obscured from view. 
We begin with a contextual discussion of the ‘problem’ of polyester. The emphasis here is 
to situate polyester materially across all scales of a garment’s production, use and disposal – 
as a textile enrolled within global supply chains of the clothing industry, and as a hidden 
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plastic derivative. Polyester is known to exert certain effects and impacts; its multiple forms 
and lingering qualities linking diverse actors, challenging understandings of waste, what 
forms waste takes, and where waste goes. From this material account of polyester we build 
an argument for an embodied analysis, attuned to material affordances, in the everyday 
spaces of clothing wearing, use, storage, and divestment. Our empirical exploration 
follows, drawing on ethnographic research following the fashion journeys of young adults 
in Sydney, Australia. Ethnographic threads explore the meanings, values and practices of 
polyester in stories of clothing consumption. We follow polyester from purchase to wear, 
wardrobe to washing, and ultimately, as clothes become unwanted and unvalued. Our 
attention to everyday material relations involving clothes reveal complex embodied 
engagements between consumers and polyester – from attachment to disgust, pleasure to 
deception. Sensorial, emotional and evaluative engagements with polyester are key to 
unlocking its material politics, and challenge responses to problems of clothing waste. To 
conclude, we consider what a focus on polyester might add to current understandings of 
clothing consumption and disposal. 
 
The problem of polyester 
Consumers interact with the material qualities of polyester daily, but rarely do we think of 
ourselves as wearing plastic. While organic textiles like cotton or wool are marketed via 
their ‘natural’ origins, the derivation of polyester is passively concealed. Fabric engineering 
and garment design typically conceal plastic origins, making them unknown on labels and 
deceiving the wearer. Their goal instead is to mimic or approximate the ‘natural’ feel of 
organic fibres, while aiding textile flexibility, and reducing production costs. Even though a 
global industry worth $US 467 billion, and employing an estimated 75 million people, the 
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geographical provenance, production systems and environmental impacts of the textile and 
garment sector remain largely invisible (Brooks 2013, 2015a, b; Norris 2012b; Stotz and 
Kane 2015). Further, the swiftness with which fashions cycle and synthetic materials 
transform means that even if one is comparatively well-attuned to the properties of 
clothing textiles, a wearer can no longer be certain where and how materials are made 
(Küchler 2015). Amidst growing material excess, consumers are arguably less attuned to the 
strength and durability of clothing fabrics, what fabrics and textiles are actually made out 
of, or how they work with the body or beyond in terms of their environmental impact 
(Hebrok and Klepp 2014; Hebrok et al. 2016; Küchler 2015; Fletcher 2016). The growing 
array of human-made textiles only renders the situation further opaque. 
Polyester is best described as a category of polymers produced by mixing ethylene glycol (a 
petroleum derivative) and terephthalic acid. But polymers are not polyester fabric in 
isolation (Liboiron 2016). The process of making polyester is subject to numerous chemical 
additives and configurations. Hundreds of polyester varieties exist (Scheirs and Long 2003). 
In its simplest material form the poly(ethylene terephthalate) (PET) polymer is coarse, rigid 
and slightly transparent in shade, akin to off white. To promote the material characteristics 
of polyester - as flexible, soft, fluffy, vibrant, light – other plastic additives or monomers 
are added at various stages of the production process (Fries et al. 2013; Scheirs and Long 
2003). Adding a delustrant like powdered titanium dioxide (TiO2), for instance, removes 
the gloss and lustre of plastic, and creates a slightly rougher surface on fibres, reducing 
sheen and transparency, and increasing opacity (Windler et al. 2012). Other additives 
improve or modify appearance, elasticity, mechanical or thermal resistance, durability or 
performance (Fries et al. 2013; Napper and Thompson 2016; Li et al. 2010). In the final 
stages of processing, polyester fibres are combed, spun, woven or knitted at high speeds 
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into finished fabric sheets that often closely resemble silk, cotton or wool (Schnieder 1994). 
The polymer build of polyester produces a hardwearing material that is slow to show signs 
of wear and tear (Fletcher 2014; Li et al. 2010). 
Polyester sits alongside other plastics that are ‘emblematic of economies of abundance and 
ecological destruction’ (Gabrys et al. 2013: 3). The consequences of uncontrolled growth 
and persistent proliferation of plastic – in all of its forms – is, in Küchler’s words ‘one the 
greatest ecological, health and environmental challenges of our time’ (2015: 272). 
Scholarship across geography (Furniss 2015; Phillips 2016, 2017), material culture 
(Liboiron  2016), cultural studies (Hawkins 2001, 2006, 2009, 2013; Gabrys 2013; Gabrys et 
al. 2013) and design (Fisher 2004, 2013) has responded to the ubiquity of plastics, opening 
up conceptual and ontological considerations to engage the materialities of plastic, its scale, 
visibility, physical and temporal persistence, and interactions with human and non-human 
worlds. But despite its ubiquity, the plasticity inherent in polyester clothes, and everyday 
bodily relations with it, have thus far evaded scrutiny. One reason for this is that much 
commentary on the political-economic and environmental problems of clothing assumes 
their stability and ontological security – the unit of analysis being garments as finished, 
coherent objects. Whereas materials have been privileged in the sciences and engineering, 
there has been a tradition of general neglect in the humanities and social sciences (Ingold 
2007; Küchler 2015). Materials have been deemed unsocial – ‘the raw stuff from which 
people would be able to shape cultural and social life, but in themselves not cultural’ 
(Drazin 2015: xvii).  
Focusing instead on polyester as an agentic component material requires theorising clothes 
as always ‘in-process’ rather than as singular, stable or static ‘things’ (Ingold 2007, 2012; 
Dominguez Rubio 2016; Fletcher 2016; Stanes in press, Chapter 6). Our approach to 
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clothes-in-process considers clothes as collections of materials that are held together 
provisionally, and always in flux. Clothes are never stable, finished commodities but rather 
assembled items: assortments of fabric, thread, buttons and zippers in temporary 
coherence, awaiting further use and adaptation, and subsequent ridding and decay (Fletcher 
2016). Clothing is conceptualised here as a temporary assemblage of agentic materials in 
transition, linked to upstream relational geographies of resource extraction, and 
manufacture (Castree 2001; Cook et al. 2006; Carr and Gibson 2016), and undergoing 
various stages of post-sale decomposition and decay, across multiple scales and 
temporalities, between bodies and other non-human actors and contact surfaces.  
Polyester is one example of a mobile material in-process: fibres pill, split, break and wear 
down, while at the same time ‘generating new material arrangements’ with shifting forms 
and temporalities (Gabrys 2013: 208). Manufactured, human-made and popularised by fast 
fashion chains, polyester has lingering qualities that extend well beyond a garment’s 
fashionable lifespan, but that are still poorly analysed in the context of everyday use. Unlike 
plastic bags or bottled water, where plasticity is upfront, and frequently a site of political 
contestation (Hawkins 2009), the plasticity of polyester fabrics is rarely acknowledged. 
Whether a sole object woven together from tiny filaments, or blended with natural fibres, 
polyesters appear other than a petroleum-based product in the same family as plastic bags 
or takeaway containers. Polyester is not subject to the same kinds of problematising 
discourses or campaigns as, for instance, plastic bags. Because of their chameleon-like 
character, polyester fabrics evade consumers’ critical scrutiny. Polyester fibres are, in this 
regard, a contradictory material – both mundane and malignant. 
Like other plastics, polyester’s durability promotes accumulations across various material 
and temporal scales. Polyester’s petroleum footings and uniform chemical structures, 
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combined with the long decay time of additives and compounds creates a material and 
temporal resilience that evades biodegradation (Szostak-Kotowa 2004; Fletcher 2014; Li et 
al. 2010)79. The microscopic impacts of polyester are only starting to be known. Scientists 
have uncovered that chemical additives are not molecularly bound to the polyester chain 
(Schiers and Long 2003). Additives subsequently leach out from the fibre in numerous and 
unseen ways. Likewise polyester filaments are now known to be lost through the 
mechanical removal of pilling as a consequence of laundering (Napper and Thompson 
2016). Recent research suggests that a single polyester garment can unleash over 1900 
microfibers per wash (Browne et al. 2011), or up to 496,000 microfibers in a standard 6kg 
load (Napper and Thompson 2016). Daily clothes washing routines in a city the size of 
Berlin (population 3.5 million) are said to be akin to releasing 540,000 plastic bags into the 
ocean per day (Siegle 2017). Over a garment’s useful lifetime, the weakening of the 
polyester filaments leads to more rapid breakoff of pilling due to fibre fatigue – which in 
turn leads to a greater fibre release while at the same time improving the fabric’s 
topography and surface appearance (Napper and Thompson 2016). 
The resulting micro-accumulation of polyester ‘plasticisers’ are now known to have 
harmful effects on bodies and environments (Browne et al. 2011; Fries et al. 2013; Napper 
and Thompson 2016; Wagner et al. 2014). Of concern are the consequences of 
accumulative leached polyester micro-filaments, health problems among plankton and 
other small organisms that eat microfibers, concentrations of inorganic and organic 
pollutants (residual effects from plastic monomers) and possible endocrine disruption in 
humans (Gabrys et al. 2013; Liboiron 2016; Napper and Thompson 2016). Thus, even 
                                                          
79 A biodegradability comparison of polyester and cotton clothing under laboratory and natural composting 
settings carried out by Li et al.(2010) found a significant loss of mass for cotton fabrics (between 50-70% 
over the time recorded). Comparatively, in both environments polyester remained visually in-tact with little to 
no signs of aging. However, the durability of polyester garments remain unclear and is highly dependent on 
chemical additives, garment construction, wear and use (Chen and Burns 2006). 
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when repeatedly used, much loved and cared for (practices that sustainable fashion 
advocates endorse), clothes made from polyester become a significant source of waste, 
releasing micro-plastics in ocean waterways globally, where they can be ingested by aquatic 
life and contaminate aquatic systems. 
Further problems arise from polyester clothing in reuse. Champions of clothing reuse and 
repurpose have sought to intervene in the massive volume of clothing production and 
consumption by extending the life of clothes, thus minimising waste. Efforts have centred 
on second-hand economies, recycling, upcycling and DIY cultures of re-crafting and 
reusing items discarded by others (Gregson and Crewe 2003; Gregson et al. 2007a; Emgin 
2012; Brooks 2013, 2015a; Waight 2013; Norris 2012a,b; 2015; Luckman 2015; Binotto and 
Payne 2017; Fletcher 2016). Turning other people’s fashion mistakes from waste into 
treasures, proponents of sustainable fashion culture have lauded a particular kind of 
‘wasted’ aesthetic that celebrates stitching, darning and patching. For all that beckons in 
practices of reuse, reselling and upcycling, frequently overlooked are clothes made from 
polyester. Clothes made from polyester are less capable of repurposing, and contradictorily 
linger longer within wardrobes and circuits of second-hand clothing due to their longer 
decay time. They typically have less ‘give’ in them when fixing, mending or repurposing 
and are more difficult to sew without industrial machinery or skill. Less ‘worn in’ in a 
positive sense, but certainly far from ‘worn out’, polyester dominates charity shops and 
transnational second-hand clothes trades. While attempts to promote clothing reuse and 
up-cycling are important interventions in stemming the torrent of clothing production, 
consumption, divestment and waste, rates of second-hand clothing consumption across the 
Global North are actually falling (Brooks 2015a; Rodgers 2015). And in any case, such 
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efforts are unlikely alone to reverse the ever-expanding scale of clothing production and 
consumption.  
Polyester thus accumulates as unused and unwanted, but without significant signs of wear. 
Up to 75 per cent of donated clothes are made up of human-made fibres. When polyester 
moves beyond the wardrobe (Chapter 7) it becomes enrolled in new material and temporal 
economies of disposal, via second-hand clothes networks. Although overall consumption 
of clothing continues to rise, demand for second-hand clothes in the Global North has 
waned over the past decade (Rodgers 2015) – leading to more second-hand textile exports 
(Brooks 2015a; Gregson and Crang 2015). Of used clothes donated globally, approximately 
two thirds is now commercially exported from the Global North to the Global South 
(Norris 2015). 
Once enrolled in the flow of second-hand clothing exports, such garments – the bulk of 
which feature human-made fibres – cascade through different countries and markets. Some 
are traded as reclaimed materials, transforming networks in secondary production (Norris 
2012a; 2015). More visible are second-hand clothes traded on flea markets across the 
Global South, where concern has been raised  for the interruption of local, regional and 
national political economies of clothing production (Brooks 2013, 2015a). There, a mixed 
story has emerged of vernacular creativities, and pollutant labour in supposed ‘dumping 
ground’ locations of second-hand clothes (Brooks 2013; 2015a; Gregson and Crang 2015; 
Norris 2015).  
The material recalcitrance of polyester forces us to acknowledge the ways in which the 
fibre persists long after clothes’ use value is exhausted (Hawkins 2001, 2013; Gabrys 2013; 
Gabrys et al. 2013). Once discarded, polyester also moves within reuse, recycling and 
resource reclamation economies. But there are significant technical challenges to recycling 
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polyester textiles. Due to the diversity of polyester fibres, textile recycling technologies are 
currently not advanced enough to handle materials en masse. Criticisms have been levelled at 
collection initiatives by fast-fashion brands such as H&M’s ‘conscious campaign’, claiming 
that returned clothes will instead sit hoarded within factories (Cobbing and Vicaire 2016; 
Gould 2016). Moreover, it remains technically complex to recycle clothing made of 
blended natural/human-made fibres. It is likely that a t-shirt that is made up of 99 per cent 
cotton and 1 per cent polyester would not be saved from landfill (Gould 2015; Weber 
2015). Instances of recycling polyester garments and plastic into new fashion items divert 
human-made materials from landfill (such as Patagonia’s fleeces and wetsuits made from 
partially recycled plastic bottle content). Yet subsequent laundering and care of these 
recycled polyester garments still leaches micro-plastics into oceans and waterways.  
Most polyester clothing still ends up in landfill. There, it is difficult to track decomposition, 
due to nuances of chemical makeup, and tradeoffs in the construction of clothing (better 
made clothes that last longer also take longer to break down) (Fletcher 2014). Depending 
on manufacture quality, fabric thickness and material compositions, a polyester shirt is 
thought to take anywhere from 20-200 years to decompose (Cobbing and Vicare 2016; 
Fletcher 2014; Chen and Burns 2006). As polyester garments (or fragments thereof) 
transpire in landfill a new series of multiple temporalities emerge – albeit at a far slower 
rate. These temporalities are dependent on an interlocking set of factors: how much waste 
is added to the landfill and how long it takes for the landfill to become closed, the activity 
of the microbes and other non-humans working to breakdown landfill waste and the 
temporal rhythms of microbial life (Reno 2015). Other longer-term temporal scales 
influence the decomposition of polyester – such as the hydrological cycle, the release of 
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leachates and the interaction of waste with the movement of water on, through and off 
landfill sites (Reno 2015).  
Polyester, then, lingers on – in wardrobes, in circuits of second-hand goods, as micro-
plastics in oceans, and ultimately, as slowly decaying detritus, in landfill. Technical, 
structural and institutional interventions have attempted to grapple with solutions, from 
collection and recycling schemes, to new products intended to ‘catch’ micro-plastics from 
clothes during washing (see Patagonia 2017). But all these skirt around the core issue: that 
driving polyester clothing as waste is what happens to it in and out of use, what meanings 
are ascribed to it, and how these change when it starts to deteriorate, malfunction or wear. 
Central is polyester’s materiality, its utility, its laundering, its relationships to cultural norms, 
its lingering in domestic lives and wardrobes, its discarding. And as we explore below, all 
these in turn are influenced by polyester’s interactions with human skin, its feel. Tracing an 
embodied geography of polyester, we argue, prompts difficult questions about how 
materials linger, both in wardrobes and in the waste stream, enabling but also limiting 
enchantment and reinvention. For although the many political-economic and 
environmental problems of polyester appear incontestable, cultural questions of everyday 
use and the visceral feel of fabric, are anything but clear-cut.  
  
Materialising polyester: Towards an embodied geography of plastic clothes 
To document its journey from useful fabric to clothing waste, we follow polyester in 
everyday life, geographically and temporally, considerate of the sensorial ‘unfolding of 
individuals’ relationships to their clothes’ (Woodward and Fisher 2014: 10). Perceiving 
clothes as always ‘in-process’ moves beyond understanding clothes as finished objects, and 
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towards the relations they enable: between bodies and materials, objects and practices. 
Inspired by anthropologist Tim Ingold (2007, 2012), our focus is on everyday, embodied 
experiences of the materiality and temporality of polyester as an agentic component 
material. We emphasise the immanent properties of ‘materials and the interweaving of 
forces that lead them to make up our world’ (Woodward and Fisher 2014: 10). Our 
position is attentive to the materiality of polyester fabrics, but especially also how haptic 
and emotional meanings for synthetics are encoded and vary, with consequences for waste 
and reuse.  
An embodied approach acknowledges polyester’s ‘properties and capacities, the co-present 
entanglements of the human and the material, and the ways in which these entanglements, 
properties and capacities come together in practices’ (Gregson et al. 2010: 1067). Like 
Hawkins (2001, 2006) we seek to move beyond categorical assumptions about materials 
and waste towards an alternative ethics of waste, foregrounding materials as relational and 
distributed (Gregson et al. 2010). This requires, in Hawkins’ words, understanding ‘subjects 
and objects not as fixed oppositions but products of their relating, as co-constituted with 
multiple social and material reverberations’ (2009: 1). Recognising how materials, 
materialities and their temporalities intersect with the things we wear (and how we wear 
them) is, we believe, central to comprehending the possibilities and constraints for 
rethinking and repurposing clothing waste. 
Our focus on the haptic (to touch or grasp, from the Greek haptikos) acknowledges the 
‘multiplicity and the interaction between different internally felt and outwardly orientated 
senses’ (Paterson 2007, 2009: 768; Brown 2016). In that regard, polyester proves to be a 
troublesome and contradictory material: its plasticity and indestructability at times 
celebrated, at other times a source of disgust, or in many cases simply concealed from 
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obvious view. Focusing on the embodied geographies of polyester offers a kind of refusal 
of viewing polyester as if it exists in isolation to sensorial, emotional and evaluative 
engagements. This alters how the challenges posed by polyester fabrics and clothes might 
be viewed. They become not just questions of materials and their forms, but of the ways 
that people relate to materials as an embodied part of everyday routines: what our bodies 
tell us about how polyester feels.  
In this paper we unpack the relationship that polyester has with the haptic registers of the 
body, one that intersects with the material and temporal nature of clothing use, wear and 
disposal. Inspired by Crang’s (2003) approach to ‘touchy-feely’ methodologies, we are 
attentive to bodily sensations and responses to explore the use of touch as a critical means 
of ‘getting to’ (Straughan 2012: 20) the somatosensory sensations of wearing in and 
wearing out clothes. We do this by considering how clothes are known via the haptic 
system. The haptic offers the opportunity to explore how the touch of fabric surfaces 
operates through the body as a ‘complex sensory apparatus’ (Straughan 2012: 21). Haptic 
senses are not only sensitive to environmental contact with the skin, but also move beyond 
the surface to consider somatosensory and kinaesthetic registers of the body felt through 
muscles, tendons and joints (Straughan 2012; Paterson, 2007, 2009). Our focus on touch is 
‘not to deny the occurrence of any other sensual experience’ (Straughan 2012: 21). Indeed, 
other senses beyond the haptic are involved with the perception of polyester – for instance 
in the ‘modern look’ of fitness, active and outdoor wear. Rather, we suggest that paying 
attention to the haptic offers up the opportunity to explore how touch operates as part of 
the complex bodily senses – one that provokes feelings and emotion to influence the 
engagements we take with them (Fisher  2013; Straughan 2012).  
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By following polyester in embodied fashion, and geographically through spaces of use, 
storage, divestment and circulation, we explore the lingering durability of polyester as the 
fibre itself takes on new materialities and temporalities – via the bodies it dresses. Polyester 
moves through categories of usefulness, annoyance, revulsion, neglect and waste in the 
context of working lives and leisure practices. In such contexts, its feel and encoded 
cultural meanings vary, eliciting sensorial responses of comfort, discomfort, warmth, 
sweatiness, pleasure and disgust. As polyester clothes wear, wash and decay, bodily 
relations with them reconfigure. Materials fall out of objects, or respond to the agency of 
the user (and indeed, how the user responds to the agency of the material) (Dominguez 
Rubio 2016;Woodward and Fisher 2014; Ingold 2007). Such processes might unfold 
silently or unnoticed – we may literally not ‘feel’ them with our bodies (Browne et al. 2011; 
Liboiron 2016). Other material transformations might rub uncomfortably against the skin. 
Indeed, materials ‘thwart in unpredictable ways: decaying and breaking down, or wearing or 
breaking under force’ (Carr and Gibson, 2016: 303)…‘sooner or later their individual 
physical propensities are sure to come to the fore’ (Hitchings 2006: 368). Thus it is only 
when things break or stop working that we are confronted with the ‘thingness’ of a thing 
(Brown 2001; Frow 2001). Only then are we forced to look beyond the object to deal with 
materials, its material effects and its complexity (Gregson et al. 2010). In this way, the 
transformative qualities of materials and things can influence practices in ways that ‘make 
them performative’ (Gregson et al. 2010: 1067).  
Thus, clothes are always ‘in-process’ – thanks to the material procedures that make them, 
and ensuing everyday relations between fabric and skin. This paper seeks to respond to 
such challenges by accounting for the material and temporal durability of polyester, across 
time and space (Ingold 2007, 2012), as well as our everyday, embodied responses to this 
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mercurial fabric. We are concerned with what polyester does, what meanings it has, how 
wearers become attuned to the feel of polyester, how it is handled through practices, and 
what social, cultural and environmental forms happen through and around it.  
 
Exploring the plasticity of polyester: touch, texture and time 
Our research followed clothing in the everyday lives and practices of a group of young 
adults from Sydney, Australia – tracing a materialist cultural geography of clothing as 
always ‘in-process’. Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted between 2013 and 2015 with 23 
participants. It involved accompanying young people through two key spaces of clothing 
consumption. The first interview was located in spaces of clothing purchase, such as 
shopping malls, markets, or viewing online stores. This initial encounter opened 
conversations about engagement and attraction to clothes, and revealed tensions between 
utilitarian and hedonistic shopping experiences. The second encounter focused on storage 
locations within the home, primarily wardrobes. This space was chosen for its proximity to 
clothes that were essentially in-use but also to capture those which had fallen into the 
liminal or ‘dead’ spaces of storage.  
Throughout, we remained attentive to the passing moments of the haptic – and the ways in 
which touch was an embedded part of the experience of being with clothes. We sought to 
indirectly explore ‘practical engagements’ with clothes to ‘unravel rich narratives…in terms 
of tangible and emotional experiences (Straughan 2012: 22). Haptic experiences of clothing 
in use were thus anchor points to explore the way that clothes feel at various points in the 
garment’s prosaic biography, from purchase to wear, from wardrobe to washing, and 
ultimately, as the clothes deteriorate. Focus on the haptic often served as a launch-point for 
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a host of other affectual and emotive experiences of wear, opening up space for 
understanding ‘of how the body acknowledges and negotiates space via visceral, 
unconscious and cognitive means’ (Straughan 2012: 21). As themes concerning polyester 
use and disposal emerged, our analysis moved between field notes, interview transcripts, 
and photographs.  
As is typical of the life stage of young adulthood, participants were part of diverse lifestyles: 
eight lived as non-dependent adults in the family home, six lived in share households, and 
five lived with a partner. The remaining four participants lived in various housing 
situations, including multi-generational households, house-sitting and living alone. 
Participants were from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds. All were independent of 
their parents and guardians; everyone purchased at least some of their own clothes. 
However, the responsibility of caring for clothes was mixed. This was largely dependent on 
living arrangements, and most often the responsibility of the person who maintained daily 
household routines. We turn now to momentary, lingering and intimate encounters with 
polyester: how polyester is worn as part of practices and routines, and how it is known 
haptically in both pleasurable and deceptive ways.  
 
First contact: touch and other bodily negotiations of polyester 
In this section, we explore the ways that polyester garments are differently judged. Our 
ethnography revealed mixed expectations of what polyester should feel like.    
Polyester is encoded differently based on the type of clothing worn and the purpose of its 
use. Its material feel elicits a diversity of sensory and emotional responses depending on 
the fabric’s physical construction and qualities, as well as cultural norms around cleanliness, 
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sweat and smell. Such responses explain how polyester is variously used, enjoyed, washed, 
rejected and discarded, with implications for its designation as waste, with accompanying 
geographies and temporalities. 
One set of embodied reactions encompassed nonchalance and denial. Polyester is 
ubiquitous in most basic garments, but unless reading the labels on a garment, modern 
forms of polyester draw almost no attention to themselves. The qualities of polyester, in all 
of its mimicking material innovations, hide the plastic properties of the material. Sensed 
through the body, and mediated by haptic involvement with and appreciation of garment 
materials, polyester now increasingly appears as the ‘new natural’ (Küchler 2015: 276; 
Fisher 2004). Comprised of layered and additive compounds, polyester appeals to the 
senses as light, flexible and soft, its composition measured by an embodied and sensory 
perception of comfort (Hebrok and Klepp 2014; Stanes forthcoming, Chapter 6). Among 
young people we interviewed, the hidden plasticity of polyester was often undetectable.  
Equally, the materialities of polyester can be masked by its trademark or brand name. Polar 
fleece, for instance, conjures images of wool. Lycra is now so normalized as a high-
performance fibre for sports and athletic wear that its inorganic origins barely resonate. 
Accompanying Lyrca in that category are a host of additional high-performance textiles – 
‘elastane’, ‘microlux’, ‘Supplex’ – whose names evoke both high-tech science and a degree 
of bodily comfort. Depending on the choice of processing and blending techniques 
polyester easily imitates natural fibres. Its plasticity is essential to its success, but has 
become essentially invisible.  
Reflecting on her most appreciated clothes, Lucy (28, share household, employed full-time) 
questioned the presence of polyester in her wardrobe: ‘I can't even think what polyester is, 
[or] feels like? Do I have anything polyester?’. Concerns about polyester were pushed aside 
328 
 
by reflecting on more favourable traits of owning clothes that were, in Lucy’s words, ‘pretty 
expensive’ and ‘well made’. Lucy’s denial of polyester is representative of a collapse of 
‘artificial’ and ‘natural’ as categories for material fabrics (Küchler 2015: 277) – where the 
properties and performance of materials were shaped by other factors, such as comfort or 
luxury. Personal perceptions of quality and provenance shroud polyester’s plastic origins.   
The forswearing of polyester in wardrobes reflects how clothing as fashion is marketed to 
consumers. Rather than focus on material properties or the quality of construction, 
attention is instead drawn to aesthetics, trends and fashion (Hebrok and Klepp 2014). 
During one house visit, Elyse posed a question to Sammy (29, couple household, employed 
full-time) about the textile origins of the polyester shirt she held in hand. Sammy readily 
admitted her ignorance to the material properties of polyester, and its mimicking 
properties:  
I don’t know about how it gets made. You just look at it and go ‘oh, that’s pretty’ 
or ‘that feels nice. I like it’. You don’t look at the process of how it got there. I 
don’t look at tags. I just rely on what it feels like. 
 
Like Lucy, Sammy’s naivety to polyester suppressed polyesters origins. To hear of polyester 
in clothes carries little in the way of provenance or value. But it was perhaps unsurprising 
that knowledge about textile production was poor, and that participants’ abilities to judge 
fabric quality was limited. While the origins of polyester may be concealed, its mimicking 
properties can manifest a type of material ambivalence. These findings concord with 
research suggesting that consumers are losing the ability or need to distinguish between 
fabric types and quality (Hebrok and Klepp 2014; Hebrok et al. 2016). But Sammy also 
reveals that the visual aesthetic of fashion is not the only element important in clothes 
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consumption. So is touch. Interacting with clothes, haptic knowledge of component 
materials emerges in action through movement with the hands or with the body. Instead, 
participants spent time getting to know and locate comfort through clothes, even if their 
cerebral knowledge of materials and fabrication techniques was limited (Stanes under 
review, Chapter 6).  
While some were illiterate to the material properties of polyester, a second group of 
responses was more positive, among those who actively sought out polyester’s enduring 
qualities for purposes of comfort or utility. Filipe (21, family household, full-time student), 
for instance, preferred polyester over natural fibres:  
I look out for the items with a mixture, so a percentage is polyester, a percentage is 
cotton, a percentage is, well not silk, but some other fabric. Those, I think they are 
more durable. 
 
A self-described environmentalist, Filipe looks for quality in clothes in the form of 
durability. Crediting an undergraduate assignment to an awareness of the environmental 
impacts of cotton, Filipe cites the addition of polyester to natural fibres as a method to 
prolong the temporalities of clothing use by providing strength and robustness – which in 
the long term he hopes will help him minimize the number of new t-shirts he needs to 
purchase:  
This shirt is another mix of polyester and cotton. Most shirts are soft like this, and 
this one is similar except it’s much thicker so it’s more durable. It can withstand 
more washes and stuff, it can stretch a lot more and it will probably last a lot longer 




Filipe’s literacy of polyester’s durability speaks to a material attunement of the fibre based 
on the positive qualities of polyester: its material strength, stretch and weight. Rather than 
reading labels Filipe used his hand to decode t-shirts that were 100% cotton versus a 
cotton-polyester blend. Reflecting on the intimacy of well-worn ‘home clothes’, Felipe 
described different types of comfort based on the proximity of polyester to the body: 
I don’t really look at tags…So this is definitely a synthetic one just by the way it 
feels… it has a sort of plastic feel compared to cotton and polyester one. These 
[100 per cent synthetic] tend to be irritating from the skin whereas these 
[cotton/poly mix] they’re very soft and easy on the skin. So I would wear these 
[cotton/poly mix] to sleep, over these [100 per cent synthetic] since you spend your 
most time in your clothes when you sleep. 
 
While the majority of Felipe’s clothes contained at least some polyester, sensorial and 
evaluative engagements were employed as a means to safeguard comfort in intimate 
encounters – such as sleeping. Although the plasticity of 100 per cent polyester was 
welcomed in its durability, it was avoided during prolonged proximity with the body. The 
intimacy of polyester was known through touch – based on material knowledge, 
attunement to the garment’s plasticity, and embodied familiarity (Hebrok and Klepp 2014). 
Felipe’s judgement of polyester’s bodily contact was reflected in a third type of response 
which saw polyester’s visceral reactions diverge in contradictory ways dependent on the 
context of use. Like Felipe, nursing student Bailey (20, family household, full-time student) 
appreciated the material qualities of her 100% polyester nursing uniform, at work. In 
uniform, the lightness and durability of the fabric on-the-go and its ease of care between 
shifts was seen as an advantage to frenetic pace of nursing labour: 
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I haven’t had a problem with human-made fabrics. My nursing uniform is polyester 
100% top to toe. All the scrubs are polyester. If you want 100% cotton for some 
reason you have to request them specially. Yeah so, but I don’t have a problem. 
They’re comfy and they’re easy to wear to work. 
 
In uniform, the material qualities of polyester scrubs are realized: made to be sturdy 
enough to endure many wearings, resist different bodily fluids, and stand up to multiple 
washings. But for fellow registered nurse Raquel (30, couple household, employed full-
time), outside of work polyester takes on a different meaning: ‘I’d absolutely avoid 
polyester outside work. I don’t like the feel of it. It doesn’t flow with the body’. The 
durability of polyester was deemed suitable for work, but not for everyday wear, where 
different configurations of comfort, class and materiality prevail.  
In other material states, polyester had a different set of meanings. Some of Andrew’s (27, 
sharehouse, employed full-time) most valued items of clothing were related to his health 
and exercise schedule and the way that the body was felt to achieve fitness in particular 
fabrics. Enthusiastically explaining the technical aspects of his polyester elastane sports 
garments alongside embodied, sensual experiences of use in running, Andrew spoke to the 
ways his clothing: 
actually compresses. So when you feel compressed you feel compact and you feel 
fast… It’s just the best. [It feels good] because it’s technical… you’re emulating the 
pros and you get to partake in that level of athleticism. You get to play the part… It 
influences my own perception of my performance…I think I knew what the fabric 
was, but it was more about the perception of me wearing it. I wanted long sleeves, 
but I didn’t want to melt. And with this, I don’t even feel it on. If I wear cotton t-
shirt and go for a run it feels like I haven’t prepared properly. 
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Although performance is not a material property of polyester per se, complex haptic 
perceptions associated with the interaction of a garment and the skin alongside embodied 
feelings of fitness and performance overrides concerns or even awareness of the plasticity 
of polyester. Instead, attunement to the lightness, softness and fluidity of material makes it 
ideal for running.  
Such clothes pose profound issues when thinking about cycles of divestment and waste. It 
is quite unlikely that workwear and sportswear will have a second phase of consumption 
beyond that of the original user. Placed culturally in the same realm as under-garments, 
cultural taboos of sweat, dirt and disgust linger in sports garments and nursing uniforms, 
rendering them unappealing for reuse or upcycling (Douglas 1966; Waitt 2014). Indeed, 
while Andrew was coaching Elyse on the technical aspect of his sportswear and inviting 
her to understand them through touch of the fabric, Elyse was assured a number of times 
that his sports garments were in fact ‘very clean’. There are further unresolved questions 
about how categories of clothes – such as work or sportswear – become wasted, beyond 
use and into their afterlife.  
A fourth type of visceral response to polyester was more negative, encompassing revulsion, 
disgust and shame. One form of repulsion was sensed haptically through ‘vintage’ 
polyester. Welcoming Elyse to touch a long, patterned A-lined skirt scrunched in her 
hands, Sammy described the visceral rejection of clothing with obvious plasticity:  
It doesn’t have a label but you can kind of feel it. It feels slick. Real plasticy. So I 
wouldn’t wear this that much. At least it has lining, but it doesn’t feel nice. Like, it’s 
real plasticy. It’s gross. That’s what has turned me off this [skirt]. It’s not a nice 




Sammy’s material attunement to polyester speaks to an embodied disgust and rejection of 
the synthetic material, especially the distinct plasticity of 1980s polyester fabric. Second-
hand clothes made from polyesters, in particular, were given a wide berth – and suggest 
one reason for the decline in second-hand clothes consumption. Several participants felt 
that unwearable polyester clothes increasingly dominated routes of second-hand clothing.  
But sometimes we can lose touch, and fabrics trick us. Turning a blouse inside out to see 
the care instructions for the garment, Anne (21, family household, full-time student) was 
suddenly confronted with a label reading that the top was 100% polyester. On discovering 
the blouse’s true content, Anne laughed, holding her hands over her mouth in 
embarrassment. When asked what it was about polyester that made it so shameful, Anne 
replied:  
I don’t know? Our parents always said that cotton is better. Polyester makes you 
hot. It makes you sweat. I just thought that polyester felt different, like more fake. 
More like plastic. 
 
When the obvious plasticity of the fibre was unable to be felt, polyester was otherwise 
often scorned for not being breathable. The plasticity of this form of polyester fabric kept 
the sweat close to the body, not letting it be released from the fabric. Sally (30, couple 
household, employed full-time) drew on other bodily senses that detected polyester once a 
garment had been worn, or where the body had left its mark on it:  
I always find with this fabric, the fake stuff, polyester or whatever it is, you only 
really find out what it is when it starts to smell. This type of fabric really holds your 




Cultural norms relating to sweat and affective relations of disgust (Waitt 2014), combine 
with the lurking co-presence and capacities of synthetic materials. Practices surrounding 
cleanliness, sweat and smell (Waitt and Stanes 2015) may lead a wearer to repeatedly wash 
polyester clothes, with unanticipated polluting consequences at a microscopic scale (see 
above). Here, polyester became wasteful – not by the wearer encoding the garment as 
abject or disorderly (Douglas 1966), but rather in the shedding of micro-plastic fibres from 
repeat washings deemed necessary to counteract the component material’s abilities to elicit 
sweat and retain bodily smells. Polyester thus becomes waste incrementally, and 
microscopically, even while clothes made from it are still in use. 
Rather than eliciting uniform responses, perceptions of polyester provoked distinct and 
diverse actions upon the material. Associations with sweat, odour and plastic have made 
the very idea of wearing polyester taboo, and offers clues as to why some were so quick to 
denounce its presence in their wardrobes. But as we have seen from Felipe’s preferences, 
revulsion was not the ubiquitous response. In many instances polyester was not felt 
consistently across bodies, with visceral, sensorial and emotive responses shifting with 
context, use and perception. Once enrolled in everyday practices consumers appraise and 
differentiate polyester in divergent ways. 
 
Lingering in and out of wardrobes 
Our own ethnographic research, together with foundational work from divestment 
scholars such as Nicky Gregson (2007, and with colleagues in Gregson et al. 2007b), Kevin 
Hetherington (2004), and David Evans (2012b, 2014) suggests that there are multiple 
conduits for ‘moving things along’ in the redistribution and recirculation of surplus things. 
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They include hand-me-downs or clothes swaps, clothing charity bins or other donation 
networks, selling via second-hand markets (such as eBay or garage sales) and thrift stores, 
or by moving them towards landfill or recycling (Gregson and Crang 2015). Here, we focus 
on polyester clothes that accumulate as ‘matter out of place’, and that have fallen outside 
the ‘gap of accommodation’ of wardrobes (Gregson 2007: 165). We contend that there is a 
‘performative reading’ of polyester to be had in ‘economies of disposal’ (Gregson et al. 
2010: 1065). In this section we focus on the ‘multiple shadow realities of disposability’ 
(Hawkins 2013: 62) in the material and temporal lingering of polyester, noting its shifting 
properties as it transforms (sometimes covertly) beyond use value and towards second-
hand economies and landfill. 
Notwithstanding their intended durability, synthetics do in fact wear, and decay – albeit at a 
far slower rate than organic fabrics – but in ways that co-shape ongoing relations of care, 
use and eventual ridding80. First, a wearer might notice small signs of degradation. Bailey 
explained how a blouse, undamaged and in good quality, fell out of regular use: ‘it just feels 
like, not smooth. Like, you can feel the bumpiness on your skin and I feel like that’s not 
what you’re meant to wear on your skin’. 
The surface of the fabric might become thinner or rougher. The subtle texture that is 
designed into the polyester textile might have worn slightly. Although unnoticeable to an 
onlooker, the wearer is attuned to its shifting material state and becomes more and more 
aware of decaying, discomforting synthetic surfaces against the skin. This new surface is 
idiosyncratic. It is produced by the presence of the wearer’s body – the push of the fabric 
                                                          
80 The durability of clothes is also dependent on the quality of garment construction. The low cost and rapid 
speed of fast fashion garments (many of which are made with polyester) mean that they are often made to fall 
apart. At the time of writing, for instance, one budget Australian retailer, Best & Less, was advertising a ‘100-
day guarantee’ on its clothes – perversely turning the short intended life of the garment into a marketing 
opportunity. Despite the durability of polyester, the full possible use value of a garment will be lost in poor 
quality manufacture.  
336 
 
and the friction between mobile body parts, by other non-human actors and contact 
surfaces: backpacks rubbing, sitting against a chair, washing machines or dryers. Beyond 
standards of garment construction, discomforting surfaces that emerge from wear and tear 
often render synthetic clothes beyond further use, marking the point of divestment or 
ridding. All of this is refracted through touch. Anyone familiar with second-hand or vintage 
clothing will recognise this: it is the reason charity stores are clogged with garments made 
from synthetic materials that are to all purposes still useful – without stains, tears, or holes 
– but unlikely ever to be repurchased or repurposed, because they are slightly scratchy, 
pilled, or unevenly degraded in ways that, unlike organic fibres, add no obvious ‘worn in’ 
aesthetic. This discomfort was born out in Sammy’s experience. A former vintage 
enthusiast, Sammy came to lament the vintage clothes that had become trapped in her 
wardrobe:  
a lot of them are made of synthetics so they couldn’t breathe, you can’t breathe and 
you get really sweaty and hot. It was just not comfortable. There was always 
something that was itchy or something like that. Most of the vintage stuff that I do 
have I’ve stopped wearing because of the fabric. 
 
Indeed, polyester or polyester-blend clothing was the most common type of clothing to 
accumulate in wardrobes81. Fabrics became trapped in a liminal storage space. Slowly 
decaying polyester clothes lingered on in people’s homes and wardrobes, drawing out their 
spatio-temporalities as unused objects. Wardrobes in effect became ‘coffins’ for clothes (cf. 
Evans 2012b, 2014; Hetherington 2004; see Chapter 7). People were reluctant to dispose of 
such clothes due to their ongoing persistence and object permanence – having neither 
fallen apart or worn out. Stretching her body to reach down into a tub positioned 
                                                          
81 Recent research suggests that approximately 30% of clothes in UK wardrobes are not worn (WRAP 2014). 
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awkwardly in the bottom corner of her built-in wardrobe, Anne groaned as she retrieved a 
crumpled pair of polyester shorts. Among the pile were other unused polyester garments: 
singlets, shirts, blouses and skirts, still in good condition but no longer preferable for wear. 
Anne recalled an attempt to move the pants out of her wardrobe:  
and then my mum also tells me like “why would you throw that away” or “why are 
you giving it away when it’s still like, in good condition and you can still wear it”. 
But there are a lot of things that I don’t really wear, like this skirt. I don’t know? Or 
these shirts. I feel like they have potential to be worn again. 
 
Many such items, clogging up wardrobes even though still technically ‘useful’, were 
handed-down or gifted clothes (Chapter 7). Of the hand-me-down clothes shown to Elyse, 
a large number were polyester, or polyester blends. Held onto for emotional value, 
polyester clothes that were not worn enough for disposal sat in wardrobes. Clutching at a 
polyester polo shirt, Filipe reflected, ‘I feel like there’s a lot of useless clothes that I don’t 
use…there’s a lot of stuff on the right, like hand-me-downs. I don’t really touch that stuff’. 
Hand-me-down clothing has emerged as a vernacular circular economy within which 
clothes move through networks of family and friends (Gregson et al. 2007b). Here, what 
attention to polyester uncovered were the ways in which hand-me-downs become a 
problematic burden on wearers and wardrobes – weighed down by familial and peer 
relationships. Recipients of hand-me-downs felt unable to divest to other channels because 
of emotional attachment to clothes gifted to them, but that they were unwilling to wear. 
Not all clothing in this category was made from polyester, but again, polyester clothes were 
most commonly present – their materiality evoking visceral responses that prevented 
regular use, but the familial relationships and patterns of generosity informing them 
encouraging people to retain the items rather than donate or divest them. The wardrobe, 
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then, became spatially a kind of liminal zone, storing regularly worn items as well as those 
in purgatory – neither fully useful, nor fully waste. This liminal zone is where polyester 
most commonly lingers in our lives.  
As a generation that has grown up with kerbside recycling for almost all household objects, 
some participants expressed a sense of anxiety about how best to get rid of items that were 
deemed to too worn for reuse but not completely worn out. Thus, some polyester clothes 
lingered out of confusion. Underpinning this was a sense of stewardship for the clothes – 
that they will in fact be worn on rather than risk another period of waste in non-use (Lane 
and Watson 2012). Lara (28, share household, full-time student, employed part-time) 
queried where garments would go if they had already outworn a realistic destiny within 
second-hand economies. With a bright coral polyester blazer in hand, Lara asked:  
I wouldn’t even know how to get rid of it. You couldn’t pass it onto a friend or an 
op-shop. It’s got marks and stains all over it – especially where the deodorant has 
stained the clothes under the arms. That could even be from whoever wore [it] 
before me [laughs]. What do you do with stuff like that? It can’t just go in the bin. 
 
While some participants displayed a generosity towards reusing and caring for clothes, it 
appeared that this generosity defaulted to particular types of materials, especially cotton, 
silk or wool. Polyester clothes, by contrast, lingered – and often ended up being pushed to 
the back of the cupboard and forgotten about. The unresolved question is whether storing 
clothes in this way prolongs its life, reserving use value for future redeployment, or 
whether it creates instead a certain kind of proximate waste, never entirely jettisoned from 
the home, but waste nonetheless. Such examples showed us how divesting and passing on 
unwanted garments becomes emotionally fraught, because of polyester’s on-going material 
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integrity. Paying attention to the material qualities of the clothes that are ridded (or not), 
reveals the capacity of polyester to disrupt and interfere with the temporal and haptic logic 
of ridding. Polyester’s feel and durability, its microscopic mutations and its capacities to 
elicit contradictory responses of disgust, neglect and guilt, meant that clothing seldom 
became waste in predictable ways. 
 
Conclusion 
Embarking on tracing polyester fabrics geographically, we anticipated that a distinctive 
contribution of this work might be to review discourses that have grown up around 
human-made fibres, from manufacture and use to patterns and processes of divestment. 
Polyester is culturally encoded in complex ways that shift with use and context (Schneider 
1994; Hawkins 2009, 2013; Küchler 2015). But after following polyester, assembled into 
clothes that are always ‘in-process’, from shops to bodies, to wardrobes and beyond, a 
more complex picture emerged: of haptic relations and visceral reactions, of lingering 
presences, deceptions and invisible polymer unleashings. Drawn into this story are 
accompanying threads and concerns – ever-increasing production and consumption 
(Norris 2015), industrial design and branding of clothes, cultural norms of sweat and smell 
(Waitt, 2014; Waitt and Stanes 2015), affective relations of disgust (Hebrok and Klepp 
2014), and the obligations of familial handing-down (Gregson et al. 2007b). Alongside 
these are a host of human and nonhuman entities that together shape the biographies of 
less loved, but long-lasting, clothes – microbes, polymers, wardrobes, workplaces, sweaty 
bodies – revealing polyester’s more complicated ends (Browne et al. 2011; Napper and 
Thompson 2016; Brooks 2015a, b; Norris 2015; Waitt 2014). Insights from textile science, 
marine biology, design and the social sciences illustrate how polyester connects with 
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designers and retailers, wardrobes, the wearers of clothes, market traders and non-human 
environments and species in a different kind of public. In the case of polyester, the vital 
materialism of plastic is arranged and reconfigured as waste in different, and altogether 
uneasy, contradictory configurations.  
In this paper, we focused on the much less heralded stock of unwanted clothes, and the 
materials they are made from - specifically polyester, the ‘stuff’ of clothing waste (Gregson 
and Crang, 2010: 1026). Polyester clothes were derided by many as plasticy and 
discomforting. Likewise they were valued by others as workwear or active sportswear 
through their material durability. Their capacities to endure, but also elicit sweat, combined 
with cultural norms of cleanliness and bodily smell, provoke altered laundering practices. 
We now know that in the process of subsequent washings, polyester is made 
microscopically mobile, moving from the ‘category of inert… to a hazard potentially 
unbound’ (Gregson et al. 2010: 1077). Polymers, monomer additives become part of 
‘bodies, ecosystems, consumer products, and landscapes’ at the invisible microscale 
(Liboiron 2016: 96). Meanwhile other polyester clothes linger on in purgatory, as hand-me-
down items unwilling to be ridded, or as proximate waste, accumulating in the murkier 
reaches of wardrobes. Polyester’s after-lives are both intimate, and infinitely dispersed. 
We have sought to show that, at the intersection of clothes as objects and fashion, as useful 
garments and as waste, the temporal endurances of materials and everyday embodied 
encounters with the materiality of clothing requires additional scrutiny. For clothes waste is 
more than either a cultural or structural problem. To echo Waitt and Phillips’ (2016: 362) 
recent work on domestic food waste, the challenges of clothing waste are ‘embedded in 
and enacted through practical relations among people and the material world’. They argue 
that a key problem with treating waste simply as: 
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culturally circumscribed is that it allows us to avoid the materiality of things and 
their relations…for things categorised as waste do not merely symbolise social 
order and spatial ordering; rather the force and matter of things participate in their 
creating, recreating, placement and ridding (Waitt and Phillips 2016: 363; see also 
Hawkins 2006, 2013).  
 
There are implications for how a politics and ethics of responsibility for clothing waste 
unfurls. Polyester compels consideration of ‘differentiations in and possibilities of 
responsibility’ (Phillips 2017: 41). Second-hand, vintage, craft and upcycling cultures, for 
instance, challenge us to rethink what clothing waste might mean, but focus first on those 
discarded items that hold the best potential to be repurposed or refashioned. Such items 
constitute a tiny fraction of the volume of clothing items made, sold, worn and discarded 
annually. The risk is, then, that in the rush to embrace a ‘worn-in’ or DIY aesthetic in 
clothing, we overlook the rest – the vast bulk of less-than-ideal clothing, poorly made, 
unflattering, uncomfortable, hard to mend or alter clothes containing human-made 
materials that fail to break down, and that dominate circuits of discarded items.  
In a world now brimming with materials that signify their technical, sensual or pleasurable 
aspects (O’Connor 2011; Hebrok and Klepp 2014; Hebrok et al. 2016) as wearers we are 
rarely encouraged to consider the properties, social or environmental impacts of the 
material objects – and effects – that surround us (Küchler 2015). Understanding clothes-in-
process, assembled from constituent materials with which our visceral relations unfold and 
shift with time, wear and decay, is necessary when considering social orders and how we 
inhabit them. To borrow again from Waitt and Phillips (2016: 362) ‘waste is a result of an 
object’s inability to fit into a cultural system, a disordering often accompanied by negative 
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valuations, and a treatment of excess’. The case of polyester both confirms this (as in 
clothes discarded because of discomfort or fear or sweat and smell) – and confounds such 
understandings (as in frequently used polyester clothes that leach wastes into waterways 
through repeated washing). Reconfiguring concepts of waste in clothes consumption 
demands a rethinking of the material and temporal composition of commodities: how 
materials feel when we wear them, how they change through various transformative states, 
how redundant items become ‘worn out’ – and where their material memories live on as 
either harmful microscopic presences in oceans and landfill, or in wardrobes, as mundane 
piles of still wearable, but unworn, garments provoking mixed feelings of neglect and guilt 
in their owners. Our focus on polyester sheds much needed light on our relationship, as 
wearers, to the materiality and temporal endurance of human-made clothes, as well as 
identifying seldom discussed elements of our visceral relationship to polyester during the 
life of objects that are implicated in their disposal (cf. Hawkins 2006, 2009; Gregson and 
Crang 2010; Gregson et al. 2010). 
The kind of embodied and sensual approach taken here – with its dual focus on material 
politics – opens up space to connect more deeply with the materiality of resources, and 
indeed the haptic qualities of such things, rather than the objects themselves. The wider 
economic realities of clothes production appear to have overshadowed individual 
experience and responsibility, ignoring place specific context and how the material 
properties of second-hand clothes interact with different spatialities and actors in the 
Global South. At the time of writing, little research had paid attention to clothes – 
including those made of polyester – that live on in second-hand economies, and which 
become entangled in new waves of fashion and trend without wear or decay. Tracing 
clothes into various economies of disposal requires greater recognition of the ways that 
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second-hand clothes are perceived, touched and understood across different locations in 
Global Production Networks. At another scale, the novel material make-up and extreme 
longevity of polyester is now known to circulate into ‘new realms with chances for 
potentially unknown modes of relation’ (Liboiron 2016: 103). Understanding the embodied 
aspects of clothing use and disposal as part of the challenges of micro-plastics – for 
example – changes how a material politics might be confronted. How, for instance, might 
the problem of micro-plastics sit against social and cultural ideas of cleanliness and dirt? 
The concept of waste itself is, of course, ever-slippery and unstable (Evans 2012b, 2014). 
This is exemplified, we believe, in polyesters: as materials that perform and endure; that 






I began this thesis by questioning the established binaries surrounding young adulthood 
and clothes use, alongside accompanying queries of materiality, care and sustainability 
among young adults. It began not with a single theory to prove, nor a conceptual 
framework to interrogate – but rather with a set of interests around the politics of 
contemporary young adult consumption, everyday domestic sustainabilities and broader 
environmental implications of the clothing industry, and related questions about the micro-
geographies of clothes use that unite materials, practice and care. An overarching aim of 
this thesis was to question the establish binaries surrounding young adulthood and clothes 
use. Underpinning this aim was the notion that existing frames (which depict young adults’ 
clothing consumption as thoughtless and ‘unsustainable’) are limited, and ignore the 
presence and significance of multiple spatial, social and material encounters. Rather than 
focus on a fixed aspect of clothes consumption, I explored a broad range of interweaving 
connections that unfurled around diffuse and unruly relationalities unleashed by and 
through clothes. Two questions underpinned the research: how does everyday clothes use 
work on and through various assemblages? How do dominant understandings of clothes 
use obscure diverse encounters that young adult wearers have with them? The findings 
from five intersecting lines of empirical enquiry (being young adult domestic sustainabilities 
in Part One, and rethinking clothes consumption via a object, space, person and material in 
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Part Two) aimed to advance a more nuanced, complex and critical understanding of 
everyday clothes use among a distinctive generational cohort.   
Throughout this thesis I argue that the current discourses depicting both clothing 
consumption and young adults are prescriptive, limited, and burdened with one-
dimensional assumptions and judgements. In contrast to singular narratives framed by 
clothes as objects, this thesis asserts that clothes use shapes, and is shaped by, unruly 
associations of bodies, materials, spaces and practices. Such associations span the everyday 
lives of contemporary young adults, the internal rhythms and dynamics of the home and 
home tenure, the opaque geographies of branding, care and stewardship, haptic and 
embodied relations with objects, and the material and temporal properties of materials. 
Clothes, in other words, evade clean lines of explication. They accumulate unused in 
wardrobes (Chapter 7). They enable new relations between strangers (Chapter 8). They 
engage our skins and emotions (Chapter 6 and 9). They leach pesticides and, beyond the 
notion of clothing items as singular, finished and coherent objects, linger as errant 
molecules in our oceans and bodily cells (Chapter 9). 
By way of summary – and in order to reinforce its central perspective – in this concluding 
chapter I return to and weave together the various threads of the thesis. Rather than reflect 
on the registers upon which each chapter focuses, I recap four key themes that run through 
the thesis, recasting more nuanced categories through which a geography of clothes and 
clothes use can be conceptualised. As outlined in the schematic diagram from Chapter 1, 
which is reproduced here (Figure 10.1), these themes are: the everyday politics of young 
adult consumption; trajectories, care and stewardship of clothes; material literacies of 
clothes use, and the liveliness of materials. 
346 
 
Figure 10.1: Revisiting unruly associations of clothes in the everyday lives of young adults 
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 Everyday politics of young adult consumption 
Young adult identities are known via a limited number of dominant caricatures (Collins and 
Hitchings 2012; Collins 2014, 2015; Hopkins 2013; Hopkins and Pain 2007; Hopkins and 
Noble 2009). This thesis has presented contemporary young adulthood as both a lived and 
discursive process – fleshy, ideological and political. Focusing on the complex socio-spatial 
and material embeddedness of the everyday lives of young adults, this thesis contends that 
the material-cultural geographies of young adulthood are more complex than stereotypes 
imply. At the broadest level, this thesis disrupts some of the binary tensions that revolve 
around contemporary young adults: the influence of structure versus agency, their 
conspicuous consumption versus their capacity to adapt to change (Chapter 3). Across the 
thesis’ multi-layered empirical findings, I contend that the tendency to compose 
overarching identities for generational cohorts – based on factors such as cultural 
background, consumption or environmental leaning – overlooks their complexity, 
multidimensionality and contradictions. 
Contemporary young adulthood is diverse and unpredictable. The exposure of this cohort 
to prolonged education, changes and insecurities within housing and labour markets 
(Chapters 4 and 7), uncertainties and vulnerabilities to environmental change (Chapter 3 
and 4), and the personal implications of various geopolitical shifts, mobilities and narrow, 
standardised discourses (Chapter 8), has compelled young people to find new ways of 
living that are different from generations before them. 
Perhaps more profoundly, this thesis demonstrated that contemporary young adults bring a 
different set of competencies, capacities and affordances to everyday life that are seldom 
accounted for in most scholarship on age, lifecourse and identity formation. A material-
cultural geographic lens enabled contemporary young adulthood to be interpreted as a 
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product of interrelations made via spatial, social and material interactions. While previous 
studies tend to privilege identity construction as a result of individual choices in 
consumption (Autio et al. 2009; Wilska 2003; Griffiths et al. 2005), in this thesis the agency 
surrounding contemporary young adults’ consumption patterns in the Global North was 
marked by various place-specific cultural, social, historic and economic factors. Since an 
overarching aim of this thesis was to provide a more nuanced understanding of the material 
geographies of young adult consumption, diverse avenues were taken to allow space for 
this to emerge. 
The concept of generational geographies, introduced in Chapter 4, illuminated the varied 
social and spatial conditions and practices of household domestic sustainabilities – 
foregrounding the importance of ‘generation’ as a marker of difference. This thesis 
contends that generational geographies not only influence environmental sustainability at 
the scale of the home – but that, as a measure of homemaking activity, generational 
geographies shape the materialities and temporalities of domestic consumption. Seldom 
accounted for in the stereotypes of young adults’ supposed hedonistic consumption or 
environmental stewardship, are the ways in which their everyday practices of consumption 
intersect with various zones of friction and zones of traction (Head et al. 2013). Such zones 
include the milestones of the lifecourse (such as moving out of home, starting a new 
relationship, or having a baby), housing types (living in an apartment, sharing or renting – 
compounded by the transient mobility of Generation Y) (Chapter 7), and different cultural-
social norms that appear to be changing across generations (such as cleanliness) (Chapters 
4 and 9, see also Appendix 5). Drawing out the context of young adulthood within broader 
social, structural and material networks provides a useful frame of analysis to consider how 
such networks might influence everyday consumption (Lane and Gorman-Murray 2011b; 
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Head et al. 2013; Mansvelt 2010a). Reconceptualising young adulthood under the aegis of 
‘consumption’ or ‘sustainability’, for instance, opens new possibilities, particularly at the 
budding boundaries of the home, homemaking and household sustainability, but also in the 
more established literature of youth and young adult geographies and consumption. While 
a significant gap remains in geographical knowledge about young adults in the home – 
especially evident in examples of more precarious housing arrangements such renting (for 
an exception, see recent work from Petrova 2018 on energy use in the UK) – this thesis has 
sought to bring young people, home, materials and consumption together in a single focus.  
Within this agenda, clothing provided a useful lens into the personal lives, senses of identity 
and socio-spatial accounts of young adult lives (Mansvelt 2010a). In Chapter 8, for 
instance, clothes challenged the social norms and expectations surrounding the politics of 
young Muslim adulthood. In this case – via the medium of social media – consumption and 
the visual display of clothes doubled as a political project to defy, contest, rework, and at 
times reproduce, dominant processes and discourses, providing an outlet for a young 
Muslim woman to express her own multiple and fluid subjectivities. This thesis thus sought 
to move beyond the concerns of conspicuous consumption via clothes, to reveal the social, 
cultural and political dimensions of everyday consumption for young adults.  
 
The trajectories, care and stewardship of clothes  
A further contribution of this thesis was to pursue a multi-layered geography of clothes and 
clothes use among young people. It focused upon distributed relations of material flows – 
particularly in relation to the material-cultural geographies of the home. This thesis extends 
on critical engagements with ‘following the thing’ – both in terms of its potential to 
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animate material domestic flows between parts of a network (cf. Lane and Gorman-Murray 
2011b; Gibson et al. 2013; Head et al. 2013) and the process of literally following objects as 
they move in and around the home (Evans 2018). It sought to shed light on the 
complexities, contradictions and opportunities in practices of consumption. This thesis 
contends that the materials and practices of clothes use occurs in the midst of a wide range 
of mundane, everyday activities – such as tidying, storing, laundering and divesting. At the 
same time, clothes use is also centrally implicated in various practices of domestication, 
inhabitation and accommodation (Gregson 2007).  
Crucially, this thesis shows that young adults do not simply ‘accommodate’ their clothes. 
Stepping into the intimate lives and wardrobes of young adults reveals a range of tasks that 
are involved in the cyclic rhythms of wearing and caring for clothing. Many of these were 
actively employed in order to extend the lifespan of clothes – challenging stereotypes of 
this contemporary cohort of young adults as ‘careless’. While acts of conspicuous 
consumption were undeniably present, this thesis revealed that there were rarely any simple 
(or quick) routes for clothes to move from being ‘worn’ to being ‘waste’. Various acts of 
curation and spatial order, for instance, were employed as strategies to prevent items 
disappearing into the liminal space of the wardrobe – thus keeping them in a constant cycle 
of use (Chapter 7). Elsewhere, everyday acts of care were also balanced by other prosaic 
concerns: sensitivities to materials (Chapter 6), employing particular storage practices – 
such as hanging or boxing (Chapter 7), sharing and passing on to family and friends 
(Chapter 7 and 9), and the recycling of preloved clothes to second-hand or charity stores 
when they were no longer required (Chapter 6). Sharing clothes and clothing identities also 
extended beyond the exchange of physical things, enabling relations of care in deeply 
personal situations (Chapter 8).  
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While young adults (and fashion consumers more broadly) are regularly appraised for 
eschewing environmental and social responsibilities, the skills and processes that sustain 
clothes are notably overlooked. Their mundane (but albeit materially accumulative) 
relationship with clothes might not constitute a plausible blueprint for change (in contrast 
to the ‘environmental heroes’ discourse outlined in Chapter 3), but such findings offer 
some promise for how young adults might adapt to future forces of change (Gregson et al. 
2009; Vivoni et al. 2013: Hitchings et al. 2015a). 
Nevertheless, as Lane and Watson argue (2012), there are limits to simply caring for 
clothes. Much of the environmental burden associated with clothes use is related to their 
fast movement: shifting cultural norms that position clothes as dirty, requiring young adults 
to launder more than needed (Chapter 3, 4 and 9), processes by which clothes become 
devalued in cycles of fashion (Chapter 7), or moments where the discomfort of worn fabric 
leads to their premature disposal (Chapter 6). Moreover, clothes easily became unwanted – 
variously becoming ambivalent, unresolvable or troublesome objects (and component 
materials, as discussed in Chapter 9). Unwanted clothes persisted in wardrobes for their 
imagined usefulness and possibility for future wear (Chapter 9) or for their capacity to 
narrate previous lives or memories (Chapter 7; Woodward 2007; Crewe 2011). There are 
also implications for the ‘dead stock’ of clothing that moves beyond the wardrobes of 
young adults. In light of the social and environmental drawbacks in textile recycling 
schemes82 and donations to second-hand and charity stores (Brooks 2013, 2015a), a more 
integrated and holistic perspective that builds on everyday networks and processes of 
consumption – alongside broader political, moral, economic and environmental scales of 
clothes, is undoubtedly needed. 
                                                          
82 While fast fashion brands such as H&M and Zara have introduced recycling schemes for unwanted clothes, 
they have been critiqued as a method of corporate greenwashing (Seigle 2017). Closing the loop in the 
fashion industry appears to be more complex and opaque that fast fashion brands let on.  
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Allied to this, was how this thesis sought to reveal trajectories of clothes as intersecting 
with the materiality of the home. Intersections with home materialities both limited and 
constrained, and permitted more sustainable practices to occur (Chapter 7). Wardrobes 
afforded the safe keeping of clothes, but also allowed them to be stored away, unused for 
lengthy periods of time. Shaped by ideas of order and cleanliness, various examples of 
wardrobe micro-infrastructures (such as plastic tubs and plastic bags) trapped clothes out 
of sight, while still affording space to accumulate more things (Chapter 7). The keeping of 
clothes also worked in tension with intergenerational geographies of family (Chapter 7 and 
9; see also Collins 2015). More sustained conceptual and empirical engagement between the 
shifting materialities of clothes and how they are used, stored and managed over time is 
warranted. There is a certain tension around the ‘keeping’, ‘storage’ or ‘divesting’ of unused 
clothes which was unable to be resolved here. Whether wardrobes accommodate care, or 
are death-knell for sustainability, remains moot. Nevertheless, I argue that there are 
complex and compelling material flows though homes that are juxtaposed against moral 
senses of stewardship, order, cleanliness and family.  
 
Material literacies 
Valuable reserves of knowledge and capacity permeate how young adults use and privilege 
their clothes. But, I argue, understanding the micro-geographies of material and practice in 
clothes consumption will only ever be partial without reference to the most proximate of 
geographies: the body. This thesis argued that prior analysis of the more symbolic acts of 
clothes consumption has overshadowed the materiality and material agency of clothes – 
including haptic interactions that young adults have with them. This thesis peered beyond 
the materiality of clothes as simply ‘fashionable garments’ (Woodward and Fisher 2014, 
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Chapter 5). Understanding behavioural adjustments to clothes as they are worn over time 
permitted different engagements between bodies, materials, objects, spaces to emerge. 
Clothes are a utilitarian need. But they also thrill, excite, frustrate, disgust and repel 
(Chapter 6 and 9). Some clothes were deemed trustworthy or comforting because they 
work with the margins of the body – as when the cotton-elastane fibres of t-shirt collar 
wear in worn over time (Chapter 6). In other cases, the unfurling material qualities of 
synthetic, degraded or heavily worn clothes reacted negatively with bodies (Chapter 6 and 
9). Clothes labels and tags inform wearers, but also conceal various commodity stories 
(Chapter 5). Textiles appeal, but also deceive (dis)orderly organic and inorganic origins 
(Chapter 5, 6, 7 and 9). Clothes that were evidently used, worn or no longer pristine, to 
some, compelled their disposal – at least to the far reaches of the wardrobe (Chapter 7). 
The ‘sticky’ plasticity of 1980s polyester, meanwhile, elicited notions of its plastic origins, 
signalling discomfort, revulsion and shame (Chapter 9).   
Clothes demand and are configured by physical contact with and movement through the 
body. Such insights are important in shaping the micro-geographies of practice. 
Corporeality and materiality change how we might think of clothes being worn as a 
covering of the body – to how clothes work with (and against) and adjust to the body via 
daily rhythms and movements. Understanding material vulnerability, for instance, 
highlights the importance of maintainability: that is, the capacity of fabrics and garments to 
be taken care of. To date, there has been little geographical scholarship that has explicitly 
sought to understand the sensual, pleasurable, technical or environmental aspects of 
clothing materials. This thesis thus makes a contribution to academic knowledge by 
connecting the materiality of fabrics and clothing items – whilst at the same time being 
attentive to the haptic qualities of clothes as assembled artefacts, rather than as complete, 
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stable objects. That clothes are worn, smelt, touched, remembered, experienced and 
imagined is an intrinsic part of the material and practice of clothes use. Future research 
following this thread might consider connecting embodied and emotional understandings 
of clothes use with literature on sensory branding, both with regard to the sensory elements 
of consumption decision-making and within advertising and marketing (see Crewe 2010). 
 
Liveliness of materials 
We are accustomed to the idea of clothes as cultural and symbolic objects. And while 
clothes have social lives (Appadurai 1986), they have biological and chemical lives as well 
(DeSilvey 2006). The critical materialist-cultural lens used in this thesis focuses not only on 
the surface layers of acquisition, use and divestment or haptic interactions – but also to the 
way that we encounter and apprehend ‘things’ as they come undone, or are variously pulled 
into other systems, scales and processes. In this thesis, I have taken seriously Tolia-Kelly’s 
(2013: 155) call to look beneath the ‘surface geographies’ of materiality to understand 
clothes as ‘processual, relational and distributed’, formed by their movements in and with 
social and physical situations. Clothes are a provisional gathering of matter and materials 
(Chapter 6 and 9). They are never stable. Creases, rips, bumps, tears and bobbles are all 
testament to clothing in a constant state of unfolding. Such unfoldings might take place 
silently and unnoticed – as when micro-plastics leach from polyester clothes (Chapter 9). 
Conversely, the liveliness of clothing materials might arise via intimate relations with bodies 
– when, for instance, a t-shirt sits uncomfortably on the skin (Chapter 6). Whereas previous 
research has stayed close to the materiality of clothes (as objects), this thesis has 
demonstrated that clothes and clothes use are co-produced alongside lively, active, agentic 
and political matter (cf. Bennett 2010). Importantly, the ways that such materials are held 
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together, as temporary assemblage, signals one moment in their productive lives as an 
object.  
 
Our understanding of clothes, I argue, needs to shift to comprehend the hybrid, relational 
and unruly connections that the matter of clothes has with other places, people and non-
humans. I contend that bringing attention to the agency of clothing and clothing materials 
can produce novel ethical, political and environmental understandings of the otherwise 
opaque geographies of clothes. Viewing clothes as inert objects that move between ‘wear’ 
and ‘waste’ merely ‘feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies of conquest and 
consumption’ (Bennet 2010, ix). Indeed, the very assumption of clothes as inanimate 
matter ‘may be one of the impediments to the emergence of more ecological and more 
sustainable modes of consumption’ (Bennett 2010: ix). As the case study of polyester 
revealed, objectification of materials hides their disturbing nature. For polyester clothes, 
this included its plastic beginnings, temporal resilience and its incessant polluting. Objects 
generate meaning not just in their preservation and persistence, but also in their undoing 
(Hetherington 2004; Gregson et al. 2010; Crewe 2011). Approaching clothes from their 
component materials will, I hope, encourage different ways of thinking about origins and 
ends (Chapter 9), not just for clothing, but for other troublesome and/or recalcitrant forms 
of ‘waste’.  
 
Throughout this thesis I have followed the metamorphosis of clothes, to tease out stories 
that are generated through processes of production and branding (Chapter 5), storing, 
wearing (Chapter 7) and rendering items waste (Chapter 6 and 9). Attention to the 
liveliness of clothing matter and material stirred up a series of questions that were 
ultimately beyond the scope of the thesis: How can we learn to trace the web of relations 
356 
 
between the form of the structure of clothing, the materials from which it was made and 
the ongoing substances that extend outwards? If we are to take seriously the ‘voice’ of 
matter – ‘what and who can speak on behalf of the material landscape’? (Harvey 2010: 
345). And perhaps most pertinent to this thesis’ focus on consumption – in a commodity 
system comprised of so many processes, networks and scales – where, or with whom, does 
the responsibility to act on lively and agentic materials lie (Chapter 9)? Although such 
questions were unable to be answered here – I hope to continue to work with them in the 
future.  
 
* * * 
 
As my thesis journey comes to an end, I look again at the worn post-it note containing the 
Daniel Miller quote with which this thesis began. Miller (2010: 5) was, I believe, right to 
critique simplistic views of the ‘stuff’ in our lives corrupting a ‘pure and prior unsullied 
humanity’. Where he left off, and where I hope this thesis has contributed most, is to 
embrace the unruly associations – both troublesome and heartening – that accompany 
clothes in the texture and nuance of everyday life. Consumption and sustainability stories in 









The curation of consumption  
*a version of this appendix was presented at the Institute of British Geographers 
Conference in London, 2014. This appendix gives provides insight into the related project 
carried out during my candidature which stemmed from my interest and engagement in 
shops and curation. As contextual appendix it is necessarily brief. Its purpose is to provide 
a snapshot of the types of ‘curatorial’ work carried out by retail professions. 
 
To ‘curate’ is in vogue within the realms of fashion, clothing and design. Curation in this 
context is defined as an aesthetic practice, using creative and skilled labour to collect, 
organise and display objects, bodies, spaces and experiences. In this appendix, I draw on 
three relatively new ‘curatorial’ professions: the blogger, the stylist, and the e-commerce 
retailer. Moving between material and digital worlds, this appendix highlights various ways 
in which curators working within the field of fashion create value through a co-production 
of aesthetics, dress and consumption. While each curatorial role oversees the collection and 
display of clothing across virtual and physical domains, specific flows of knowledge 
produce new spaces, networks and dialogues of production, identity, atmosphere and 
consumer interaction. At the same time, and aligning with the more transient nature of 
retail display and merchandising, clothing (as curatorial objects) are caught between static 
exhibition and constant change.  
The images and participant quotes presented form part of a smaller project that sat 
alongside the wider ethnography that drove this thesis (see Chapter 2 for a more lengthy 
discussion of the methods used). Shadowing previous research which has explored ‘retail’ – 
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and the internal space of shops (Gregson et al. 2002a, b; Chua 1992; Miller 1998; Miller 
2014, 2015a, b), I was interested in the types creative labour involved producing, displaying 
and selling objects and the role that aesthetics, and display have on geographies of 
consumption. This interest grew out of the shopping trips that were a part of the ‘fashion 
journeys’ ethnography (Chapter 2). It was during the shopping going-alongs that I became 
aware of the distinct role and importance of display, aesthetics and order with where, how 
and why young adults choose to shop.  
I engaged with a six professionals who were employed within fashion and retail spaces as 
visual merchandisers and stylists, online e-commerce retailers and as bloggers. All 
professionals were young females – between the age of 20 and 32. Following previous 
work from Gregson et al. (2002a) and Entwistle (2009), the professions encountered here 
were part of an altogether different assemblage in the movement of clothing. The curators 
neither produce nor consume, but simply select and display how garments will be 
consumed by others (Entwistle 2009).  Although their roles were technically and skilfully 
different, and interacted with clothes in different ways – they shared a commonality as 
professionals who collect, create and transform knowledge towards clothing and fashion. 
As curators, they mediate various spaces of consumption – and influence consumer choice 
via décor and display. Below I use each occupation as a ‘way in’ to explore  various threads 
of retail curation.  
 
The visual merchandiser: Mobile journeys of clothes 
The visual merchandiser is, arguably, the most recognisable curator. Over a few weeks, I 
join Nina at work while she styles displays at a major Australian shopping mall. Here, in the 
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Figure A1.1: A curatorial display for ‘someone going somewhere’ (Source: 
Nina). 
physical space of retail stores, clothes are meaningfully ordered and organised. Nina 
explains how the aesthetic of clothes display are displayed as a part of an interactive and 
fluid journey. Making use of mannequins, clothes were never intended to be static. They 
are always going somewhere: ‘We’d normally say ‘where would she be going?’ It’s like she’s 
either going to work, going out, going out on the weekend or whatever’ (Nina). Once 






Visual display, like those seen in Figure A1.1, are a common part of the retail landscape – 
providing shoppers with a unique visual experience of wearing clothes. Additionally, they 
are used to communicate the availability of clothes sold. 
 
The e-retailer: Complementary stories 
The curation of display is carried out through an embodied and intimate knowledge of the 
space within which they work and the objects that they work with. The curator is familiar 
with their individual products and how they best fit together with other things to create 
particular themes, stories or concepts.  Alone, an object might sit without meaning – and 
risks being un(der)valued. Thus, storied collections are often told (and sold) through the 
exhibition of clothing via themes such as weather seasons, events or specific fashion trends 
(Figure A1.2). Krista, an e-retailer, explains: 
Krista: You have to pick the best of what’s out there and put it in a 
collection….every product has to complement each other so you have to see it as, 
in a holistic sense… A curator of an online store is [about] how are these products 
going to look best together so they can sell each other, pretty much. This concrete 
planter next to this macramé plant hanger, on their own probably look pretty 
average, but together and next to each other they look really pimp… so I’m going 
to put both of these together to sell them. When I curate a collection [pause] you 









Online, clothes were often organised together in what curators term ‘a flat flay’ (Figure 
A1.2, for example). Yolanda, who often prepares shots for online retail, talks me through a 
the process of flat lay. ‘Avoid gaps – we don’t want to much white space…everything 
should look fresh, bright, exciting. But it also needs stand out’. 
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Figure A1.3: Fashion stylist, Yolanda, curating clothes to tell a story in 




The blogger: Personal curation 
The curators are story-tellers (Crewe 2003). Their stories can be seen in window displays 
and shops racks, or on the pages of magazines. Increasingly though, bloggers are also 
contributing curating clothing-scapes online. Blogging is an everyday, participatory practice, 
where – like other forms of curation – the normative lines between production and 
consumption become blurred. Often, the curation of personal space online reveals a 
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rejection of conventional consumer behaviour – yet commercial activities such as 
sponsorship, advertising and giveaways divulge a high degree of embeddedness in 
alternative networks of consumerism. It is this tension that typifies the labour of 
@Sara_Why. While I explored modest fashion blogging via the lens of care in Chapter 8, 
also implicit in Sara’s presentation on the blog is a counter narrative is the production of 
self, and of clothing in a visual and often highly aestheticized production of space and place 
(Figure A1.4). The personal curation of ‘products, marketing, reproduction, retailing, and 
web space are not separately imagined, designed, or commodified but, rather, is 
incorporated into a coalescent spatial landscape’ (Crewe 2013: 765). As this thesis has 
shown, intimate relationships of care online are marred by a complex tangle of forces – 
including presentation of the self, branding and income. While it was an aim of the thesis 
to resolve such tensions, I acknowledge that these shifts complicate associations the 
between Sara, @Sara_Why and her followers.  
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This project, which started during my candidature, is an ongoing venture. The interviews 
and on-going conversations with the contemporary curators encountered, however, heavily 
influenced my thinking towards the diverse interactions that young adults (and indeed all 
consumers) have with clothes. The by-products of my interaction with retail curators have 
been seen throughout this thesis: with clothes labels (Chapter 5), the dual influence of the 
haptic and the visual when shopping (Chapter 6, Howes 2005), and in how young adults 
also used similar methods of display to promote movement of their own clothes in 
wardrobes (Chapter 7). It also uncovered an entirely unexpected narrative of how 
engagements with clothing curation and display via modest fashion blogs can lead to care-
at-distance (Chapter 8). Beyond the PhD I hope to continue engaging with such themes. 
The accommodating textures, sensualities and sights of shops offer potential for new 
understandings of exchange and encounter with clothes.  Picking up again on the threads 
introduced in earlier work from Gregson et al. (2002a), I’d like to think that we owe the 
‘shops’ – and the people who work within them –  something more. There are a range of 
knowledge’s and practices that contribute to the lure of the store, and influence purchase 
decisions. I hope this thesis has, at least in some small way, provoked an appreciation of 




Video methods: A ‘failed’ methodology 
*a version of this appendix was presented at the Institute of Australian Geographers 
Conference at Macquarie University in 2012 and the Association of American Geographers 
Conference in Los Angeles in 2013. 
 
The value of video methodologies – and specifically mobile video methodologies – has 
been well documented over the past decade (Garrett 2011, Brown and Spinney 2010; 
Fincham et al. 2009; Büscher et al. 2010; Pink 2001a, b, 2007, 2012; Laurier 2004, 2010; 
Kindon 2003; Vannini and Stewart 2017). Frequently omitted from the literature, however, 
are reflections regarding practical concerns and emotional affects of video research (for 
exception see Spinney 2011; Laurier 2013; Luff and Heath 2012; Wilińska and Bülow 
2017). In this appendix, I reflect, briefly, on a ‘failed’ pilot methodology83 to render insights 
into some of the challenges that researchers using mobile video might face. Mobile video 
methodologies were an initial inclusion in this thesis in an effort to move beyond what 
Vannini and Stewart (2017: 149) have called the ‘sedentary bias of place-based research’ 
(see also Evans and Jones 2011; Anderson 2004; Kusenbach 2003; Laurier 2004). My aim 
was to design a methodology that would employ mobile video across various spaces as a 
tool to document how people interacted with clothes in their everyday lives, alongside the 
lived and mundane aspects of practices and materials significant to them. Follow-up 
meetings with video were seen as an opportunity for participants to reflect on particular 
aspects of the materials and practices surrounding clothes use – particularly sensual 
engagements with them (Pink and Leder-Mackley 2012; Pink 2015; Gill et al. 2016). 
                                                          
83 Conscious of the investment of time from participants and the practicalities of using video methodologies 
in face-to-face fieldwork and the potential implications that may arise, I opted to undertake a round of pilot 
interviews prior to participant recruitment. 
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My initial proposal was to use video across all stages of the ethnography – including spaces 
of retail, and home spaces. Here, I reflect specifically on stage one of my pilot 
methodology, where a pilot participant and myself walked with video to unlock the 
potential of ‘being there’ in shopping spaces. My objective was to follow participants to 
explore how shopping atmospheres shape human’s emotions and capacities to buy clothes. 
The method was situated in a rich history of research across the social sciences that were 
interested in the various spaces of retail consumption (Crewe 2003; Crewe and Gregson 
1998; Gregson and Crewe 1994; Gregson et al. 2002a, b; Miller 1998; Degen et al. 2010; 
Jackson and Thrift 1995), and more recent scholarship that had engaged with the body 
(Miller 2014a, b, 2015; Rose et al. 2010). I was interested in the textural, auditory and visual 
dimensions of shopping space (Pink 2004). While my ‘failure’ created some trepidation 
about my research purpose and its methodologies – an outcome, which at that point, left a 
fairly strong sense of defeat on an ‘academic in training’ – on reflection, the outcome of the 
approach became more telling of the exclusion of emotions from methodological accounts 
of using video. Doing video methodologies generated heightened expectations that did not 
align with the expectations of the technology. The in situ attributes of walking with video 
uncovered the complex operation of self, video and shame at an affective level. 
 
Piloting video, navigating shops  
The pilot research was carried out across February and March 2012, and involved eight 
shopping go-alongs. Pilot participants were invited to select a shopping location of their 
choice, and thus, go-alongs were carried out across a variety of shopping spaces – including 
weekend community markets, high streets and shopping malls. All pilot participants were 
informed via email and draft Participant Information Sheet that video would be used. 
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While it is hard to argue that young adult participants would be unfamiliar with video 
technologies, using video in public space risked uncomfortable transformations to occur 
(Luff and Heath 2012)84. Being a pilot methodology, a range of familiar video technologies 
were thus trialled – including the video mode on smart phones, traditional digital video 
cameras and the video mode on smaller compact cameras. At the time, small minicam 
models (such as GoPros) were unable to be accessed. Video captured participants as they 
shopped. In all cases, video was accompanied by an audio-recorder and field diary, to 
prompt memories of specific events later on.  
I learnt quickly that the practicalities of being mobile with video and participants in public 
spaces were extremely challenging. For instance, in all pilot go-alongs, the camera was 
required to be held by hand. The practicalities of keeping the mobile phone steady while 
walking and talking with participant required stable hands, balance and concentration of 
impacted the space outside researcher/participant relationships (Spinney 2011; Laurier 
2004). The angle of the camera or the view of the lens also impacted on what – or how 
much – of the interactions with place where being captured (Vannini and Stewart 2017).  
As a researcher, I felt constantly aware of the juggle between ‘kit’ and the conversation I 
was trying to maintain. But perhaps most surprising and disruptive to the methodology 
were the kinds of reactive embodied and emotional encounters that tend not to be outlined 
in methodological ‘how to’ texts. In my case, this was encounters with shame. 
Guided by reflextive field notes, I now draw briefly on my pilot experience with Sandra to 
highlight the ways that shame was exposed through the technology of the camera. While I 
don’t suggest that this experience is universal to all video encounters in public space, it 
                                                          
84 An entirely separate set of political issues revolve around the use of video in public space. The nature of 
this appendix does not lend itself to (see Iverson 2007 for a discussion about publics and the city, and more 
recently Hatuka and Toch 2017). 
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does expose, in an acute way, a certain level of disconnection between research 
methodology and participant interaction. 
Sandra and I arrived at the markets soon after they open. Sydney has copped a drenching over the 
past few weeks – and it seems like people are out early making the most of clear weather. It is 
already warm. The crowd is slightly overwhelming for us both: people, prams, dogs on leads – 
knotted together on uneven ground and narrow pathways. The haphazard layout of the weekend 
market transforms the weekday schoolyard into a place of exploration and competition other 
bodies. As we entered the market Sandra jumped ahead of me, she knows this place well. I follow, 
weaving through bodies to touch some jewellery laid out on a stall holders shelf. The markets are 
one of her favourite places to spend time on the weekend. Sandra also says she’s that she’s after a 
birthday present for a friend. In this space, hunting for something to purchase against the other 
bodies is a pleasurable experience. We were both excited – full of anticipation about what we 
might find. We moved together from stall to stall, running our hands over objects curated by the 
stall holder, showing each other our findings without many verbal cues – but instead looks of 
appreciation. 
After spending sometime wandering around the market, I ask Sandra if she minded if I pilot the 
video camera (and recorder). She agrees. I take my iPhone out and hit record. We walked together 
slowly for a few minutes, Sandra ahead of me. We’re in conversation – but not face-to-face. 
Sandra turns to face me and suddenly stops. ‘Oh, is the camera on?!’ she asks. ‘Yep!’ I reply. Her 
reaction was immediate and swift. Sandra turned and walked ahead of me with her head bowed. 
Her hand covered one side of her face. Sandra neither interacts with myself, or the market. With 
the video camera on Sandra was immediately overwhelmed by a sense of shame.  
(Field notes, 12th February 2012). 
 
Sensing Sandra’s shame, and aware of my ethical obligations as a researcher, I soon 
stopped the recording. Probyn (2005: 14) has previously discussed shame as a response to 
‘our intense attachment to the world, our desire to be connected with others, and the 
knowledge that, as merely human, we will sometimes fail in our attempts to maintain those 
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connections’. Shame is a profoundly visible reaction. Cheeks flush, bodies retracts. It 
‘impresses upon the skin as an intense feeling of the subject “being against itself”’ (Probyn 
2004: 103). The shamed body becomes ‘out-of-place in the everyday’; it hides ‘fed by the 
desire to be unnoticed’ (Probyn 2004: 328).  
Sitting down to discuss Sandra’s response to the pilot over a cup of tea later, she tells me 
that ‘the camera just makes it more awkward… it was invasive. It draws attention to you. 
It’s just like everyone around you is just staring at you’. Walking with video made Sandra 
feel visible to the gaze of others. She neither anticipated nor welcomed the response that 
took over her body when the camera was on her, in public. Across the pilot sample, six of 
the eight participants explicitly acknowledged the presence of the video camera at some 
point during the shopping go-along. In everyday spaces of consumption, the material 
presence of video cameras stood out – and similar to the outcomes of Wilińska and Bülow 
(2017) study, were a symbol that evoked strong emotional and affective response. 
Importantly for this methodological reflection, the video shame also revealed power that 
affected participants and researchers differently. As a researcher holding and controlling 
the video – my own position shifted the relationship. As a material technology, the video 
camera was an object of power. Controlling the video ‘meant controlling the situation’ 
(Wilińska and Bülow 2017: 354). 
My short reflection on a ‘failed’ methodology is not to deny the value of video 
methodologies or video ethnography. There is enormous value in video for capturing 
everyday activities and social interactions. Yet – there are also a number of unresolved 
methodological challenges. Ultimately, video methodologies were abandoned as a part of 
this project for two reasons: the first, was due to the reaction from the majority pilot 
participants for being ‘followed’ with video. While the aim was to gain insights to the 
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textural, auditory and visual experiences of shops – and with the aim of exploring the more 
embodied aspects of shopping, the emotional and embodied intensities experienced were in 
response to being ‘on video’ rather than shopping. This ultimately impacted participant 
interactions with familiar shopping spaces. The second, was how video magnified power 
relations between researcher and participant. With different video technology (such as a 
hand free GoPro, see Vannini and Stewart 2017) – or with different delivery (if, for 
instance, the video hand been in the hands of the participant) – the results of the video 
pilot may have been quite different. What I hope this reflection reveals however is the 
emotionality and affective nature of video recording. As the pilot examples used here 
revealed, the presence of the video camera evoked a range of strong emotions – and most 
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Why should I participate? 
Illawarra households are currently facing a number of challenges posed 
by rising costs of living, increased regional unemployment rates, and 
advice about more sustainable living choices. This survey is designed to 
give voice to Illawarra households about how you are facing up to these 
uncertainties, pressures, changes and challenges.  
The results from this survey will be used to create a benchmark of 
household practices and behaviours in the Illawarra. It will be used to 
communicate your opinions to local, state and federal policy makers. 
How can I help? 
We would greatly appreciate if an adult familiar with the daily running of 
your household could please answer the following questions. Place a ‘’ 
in the appropriate box, or where applicable, write in your answer. Feel 
free to add extra comments on questions. 
The survey should take roughly 25 - 30 minutes to complete. 
Who can I contact about this project? 
If you have any questions or concerns about completing this study contact 
the research team at estanes@uow.edu.au or phone  
(02) 4221 5455. 
If you have any questions about how this research is being conducted 
please contact the Ethics Officer at the University of Wollongong. Email; 




The Illawarra connection 
 
1. Which of the following best describes your household? (Please tick one) 
 
Couple family with 
children 
 Couple family with no 
children 
 One parent family  
Couple family with 
non–dependant 
children 
 One parent family 
with non–dependant 
children 
 Single person 
household 
 
Extended family*  Share house    
* Living with in-laws, grandparents, siblings etc 
 
2. In years, how long have you lived in the Illawarra?  
 
3. In years, how long have you lived in the current household arrangement?  
 
4. In the next 5 years, are you or members of your household considering leaving the Illawarra? 
           Yes               No  
    If yes, what reasons would make you or members of your household leave the Illawarra?  
   (Please tick all that apply) 
 
Boredom  Cost of living  Cutback in heavy 
industries 
 







 Sea-level rise  





5. In 2030, what do you think the Illawarra will be like?  
   (Please tick the appropriate box for each statement) 




Unlikely Very Unlikely 
The economy of the Illawarra will 
have grown       
The economy of the Illawarra will 
have diversified      
Greenhouse gas emissions will be 
lowered      
The Illawarra economy will adapt to 
the challenges of climate change      
The Illawarra is known for its 
renewable and clean industries      
The Illawarra economy will be less 
reliant on heavy industries such as 
mining or steel. 
     
Sea level rise will have changed the 
coastline of the Illawarra      




6. Is anyone in your household employed in the following industries? (Please tick all that apply)  
    
Mining  
industries 
 Heavy  
industries 
 Water front 
industries 





7. In past generations, has anybody in your family been employed in mining, waterfront or 
heavy             industries in the Illawarra? (Please tick one) 
 
Yes  No  
 
8. From the following list, what are the three most important issues facing the Illawarra in 2009?  




















Switching ‘on’ and ‘off’ household appliances 
 
9. In your household, how many operating fridges do you have? 
_____________________________ 
    In years, approximately how old is each fridge?   
        Fridge 1          Fridge 2           Fridge 3 
 
10. How frequently are each of the following household appliances used by your household?     













Washing machine        
Clothes drier        
Dishwasher        
 Aging population  Climate change 
 Crime  Education 
 Environment  Health 
 Housing  Industrial relations 
 National security  Public transport 
 Roads and traffic  Social issues 
 The economy  Unemployment 









11. How frequently are each of the following appliances used by your household?  














Computer        
Plasma TV        
LCD TV        
Standard TV        
Separate 
freezer 
       
Air conditioner         
Heater        
 
 









12. Compared to this time last year, has your household energy use increased, decreased or 
remained the same? (Please tick one) 
 
 
Energy use has 
increased 
 Energy use has 
decreased 







If your energy consumption has increased or decreased, which of the following reasons have 





 If you ticked more than one, please circle the most important reason 
 
Change in the number of 
people in household 
 Climate change  Cost of energy  
Global Financial Crisis  Having a baby  Purchased energy 
efficient appliances 
 
Purchased or using green 
power 
 Retirement  Unemployment  
Other (please specify)   
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Putting food in the shopping trolley 
 
13. How frequently do you, or members of your household, check what you have in the house  
before grocery shopping? (Please tick one) 
 




14. What types of meat does your household consume in an average week?  
(Please tick all that apply) 
 
Beef  Chicken  Duck  
Kangaroo  Lamb  Pork  
Seafood  Veal  Venison (Deer)  
My household does not consume meat  
 
 
 If you ticked kangaroo meat, why do you, or people in your household eat it?  
(Please tick all that apply) 
 
Environmentally friendly  Taste   Low in fat  
Heart benefits  Cost  Organic  




15. If your household does consume meat, compared to this time last year, do you think your 
household meat consumption has increased, decreased or remained the same?  




has increased  
Meat consumption 
has decreased  
Meat consumption 





If your meat consumption has increased or decreased, which of the following reasons have 




Unemployment  Climate change  Health concerns  
Retirement  Having a baby  Changes to diet  
Cost  Quality of meat  Global Financial 
Crisis 
 
Other (please specify)   
 
 




16. From the following list, what are three most common reasons for disposing of uneaten food 
in your household?  














Moving around the place 
 
17. In total, how many of the following types of vehicles are owned by people in your 
household? (Please fill in the total amount of vehicles to all that apply in the appropriate space) 
 
Small Car  4WD  People mover  
Medium car  Ute  Motor-bike\ 
scooter 
 
Large car  Van  
 
18. For the following question, please indicate the usual mode of transport you use to reach 
each purpose.  
(Please place a ‘’ in the appropriate box. You can tick more than one box per destination if this 
applies) 
 
 Car Motor-bike\ scooter Bus Train Bicycle Walking 
Skateboard/ 
Other 
Work or study        
Grocery 
shopping 
       
Recreational 
activities 
       
Social activities        
 
 
19. If you ticked ‘car’ or ‘motor-bike\scooter’ in the previous question, what are your main 
reasons for using these transport options? (Please tick all that apply) 
 
Privacy  Public transport isn’t 
available in my area 
 Cost  Commuting 
time 
 
Safety   
 
 
Public transport is 
not frequent enough 
 Comfort  I travel with 
other people 
 
Other (Please specify)   
 Ate out instead  Didn’t look nice 
 Didn’t taste nice  Forgot food was there 
 Inadequate storage space  Leftovers 
 Mouldy/Rotten  Past best before/used  
    by date 









20. If you own or have access to a car, compared to this time last year, has your personal car 
use increased, decreased or remained the same? (Please tick one) 
 
Personal car use 
has increased 
 Personal car use 
has decreased 
 Personal car use 




If your personal car use has increased or decreased, which of the following reasons have 
influenced this change? (Please tick all that apply) 
 
 
    




21. In the last 12 months, how many return aeroplane flights did you take? 
(Include work related travel. Record domestic and international flights)    
 













‘Going out’ or ‘Staying in’ 
 
22. In a usual week, how often do you participate in the following activities?  



















Participate in sport or physical 
activity including going to the 
gym or walking 
      
Participate in organised 
community activities 
      
Watch television 
 
      
Read a book, newspaper or 
magazine  
      
 
 
Change in the number 
of drivers in household 
 Climate change  Cost of car ownership  
Global financial crisis  Having a baby  Changed public 
transport 
 
Petrol prices  Retirement  Unemployment  
Other (please specify)   
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23. How often would you normally participate in the following activities? 












In the Illawarra, going out to 
the cinema, concert or theatre 
show 
      
In Sydney, going out to the 
cinema, concert or theatre 
show 
      
In the Illawarra, going out for a 
meal or drinks 
      
In Sydney, going out for a meal 
or drinks 
      
In the Illawarra, watch 
professional sports live 
      
In Sydney, watch professional 
sports live 
      
 
 
24. In the past 12 months, have you changed how often you go out socially (such as eating out 
at a restaurant, going to the movies or going to a show)? (Please tick one) 
 
Yes, increase in 
social outings 
 Yes, decrease in 
social outings 




If ‘yes’ to any of the above, which of the following reasons influenced this change in social 
outings? (Please tick all that apply) 
 
 
Climate change  Global financial crisis  Having a baby  
Health  Moving away from or close to family and friends 
 Retirement  
Unemployment  Other (Please specify)   
 
 
If you ticked more than one, please circle the most important reason 
 
 
25. How often do you feel rushed or pressed for time? (Please circle the appropriate answer) 
 
 
Always Frequently Sometimes Rarely Never 
 
26. How often do you have spare time that you don’t know what to do with?  
     (Please circle the appropriate answer) 
 





Reducing, Recycling, Reusing 
 
 
27. How does your household receive advice about practices of reducing, recycling and reusing 
items? (Please tick all that apply) 
 
Product advertising  Family/Friends  My children  
Common sense  Local council  Media  
Educational facilities  The internet  Environmental 
organisations 
 




28. In the last 3 months, have you decided to reuse or repair something instead of throwing it 
away? 
       Yes                    No    
 








































29. Below is a list of household activities. Please indicate how often you do each of the following 
by placing a ‘’ in the appropriate box.  
 
 Always Usually Sometimes Rarely Never 
I use air conditioning in rooms that are 
too hot in summer 
     
I reduce the hot water temperature 
whenever I can 
     
I save water in the bathroom by taking 
short showers 
     
I try and reduce the number of times I 
flush the toilet 
     
I use environmentally friendly 
detergents whenever possible 
     
I avoid products in aerosol containers      
I reuse glass bottles and jars      
I reuse scrap paper      
I wait until I have a full load of laundry 
before I put on the washing machine 
     
I put on a extra layer of clothing before 
turning up the heating 
     
I try and reduce the number of times I 
take showers in a day 
     
I turn off the tap whilst cleaning my 
teeth 
     
I buy organic produce whenever 
possible 
     
I take old clothes to the charity shops      
I donate old household items to charity      
I switch off lights in unoccupied rooms      
I avoid keeping the tap running when 
washing dishes 
     
I buy products with as little packaging 
as possible 
     
I use my own bag when I go shopping 
rather than one provided by the shop 
     
I buy food from a store I walk to      
I buy local produce whenever possible      
I try to buy energy efficient household 
appliances 
     
I buy toilet paper made from recycled 
paper 
     
I recycle glass, plastic bottles and cans      
I recycle newspaper      
I compost my kitchen waste      
I buy fair-trade wherever possible      
I repair clothing (e.g. stitch buttons onto 
shirts) 





30. Below is a list of water and energy saving devices used in and around the house. Please 
indicate if you use any of the following in your household by placing a ‘’ in the appropriate box. 
 
 Yes No 
I use a grey water system    
I have a water saving device fitted on my shower   
I use solar power   
I have a rain water tank   
 
31. If you have a garden, please indicate how often you do each of the following by placing a ‘’ 
in the appropriate box; otherwise go straight to question 32. 
 
 Always Usually Sometimes Rarely Never 
I buy plants that require less water      
I compost my garden waste      
I grow my own fruit and/or vegetables      
I use pesticides      
 
32. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following? 
 (Please tick the box that most closely matches your opinion) 
 
 Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 
My household is well informed about 
climate change      
Climate change is an important issue 
for Australia      
My household is uninterested about 
climate change      
I am confident that there can be a 
solution to the problems posed by 
climate change 
     
My household would like more 
information about climate change      
My household would be prepared to 
change behaviours to help limit climate 
change 
     
There are different opinions of climate 
change in my household      
 
33. In your household, do arguments arise over practices of recycling, reusing or reducing your 
environmental footprint? 
     Yes          No   






34. These questions are designed to gauge your environmental attitudes. Please respond to 




Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 
The Earth has very limited room and resources.      
If things continue on their current course, we will 
soon experience a major environmental disaster. 
     
We are close to the limit of the number of people 
the Earth can support. 
     
The so-called environmental crisis facing 
humanity has been greatly exaggerated. 
     
It’s not worth the Illawarra trying to combat 
climate change because other regions will just 
cancel out what we do. 
     
It’s only worth doing environmentally friendly 
things if they save you money. 
     
The effects of climate change are too far in the 
future to really worry me. 
     
It’s not worth me doing things to help the 
environment if others don’t do the same. 
     
It would embarrass me if my friends thought my 
lifestyle was purposefully environmentally 
friendly. 
     
I find it hard to change my habits to be more 
environmentally friendly. 
     
I don’t pay much attention to the amount of 
water I use at home. 
     
People have a duty to recycle.      
I don’t really give much thought to saving energy 
in my home. 
     
I would only travel by bus if I had no other 
choice. 
     
People who fly should bear the cost of the 
environmental damage that air travel causes. 
     
For the sake of the environment, car users 
should pay higher taxes 
     
I am concerned about the environmental impact 
of air travel 








In your words 
 



















Details about household 








39.  How many individuals, under 18 years of age live in this household? 
 
0   1  2  3  4   5+  
 
 
40.  Including all members of your household, what is your total weekly income (after tax)? 
 
$1 - $249 per week  $250 - $499 per 
week 
 $500 - $799 per 
week 
 
$800 - $1199 per 
week 
 $1200 - $1699 per 
week 
 $1700 - $2499 
per week 
 
$2500 - $3499 per 
week 
 $3500 - $3999 per 
week 





41. Which of the following best describes your dwelling? 
 
Detached house  Semi – detached house  







Details about the survey respondent  
This section is about the person who completed this survey. 
 
42. Age (Please tick the circle that most closely matches your age in years)     
 
18 – 24  25 – 34  35 - 44  
45 – 54  55 - 64  65 and over  
 
43. Gender:     Male          Female  
        
 
44. What is your highest level of education received? (Please tick one) 
 
Primary school  Year 9 or below  Year 10  
Year 11  Year 12  Diploma  
Bachelor/honours 
degree 
 Trade/apprenticeship  Postgraduate degree  
 
45. Which of the following categories best describes your current employment status?  
(Please tick one) 
  
Employed full time  Employed part time  Self employed  
Unemployed  Home duties  Retired/pensioner  
Full time student  Part time student    
 
46. If you are in paid employment, what is your occupation? 
______________________________ 
  







The authors of this survey are Chris Gibson, Nick Gill, Lesley Head, Elyse Stanes and Gordon Waitt 
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Future Research Plans 
We are interested in learning more about your 
household practices. Our future plans are to visit 
households in the Illawarra to record their thoughts 
about contemporary challenges and document their 
actions. If you’d like to be involved further please 

















Sweating bodies: Men, masculinities, affect, 
emotion 
*This paper is reproduced in full from Waitt, G. and Stanes, E. (2015) Sweating bodies: 
Men, Masculinities, affect, emotion, Geoforum, 59, 30-38. 
 
Abstract 
This paper investigates sweat to deepen theoretical understandings of how gender is lived. 
To do so we adopt a visceral approach that opens possibilities of thinking geographically 
about the affective ties and emotional bonds of sweat to engage with feminist logics of 
embodiment. Our interest is in what sweaty bodies can ‘do’. Attention is given to the way 
that affects, emotions and sensations associated with being sweaty, smelling sweat, as well 
as touching one’s own sweat, and that of others, provides insights into the gendered lives 
of people as they move through different context. Our analysis of how gendered is lived 
through sweaty bodies draws on ‘Summer Living’ narratives of 17 participants who 
understand themselves as men and live in Wollongong, a city of around 280,000 people on 
the east coast of New South Wales, Australia. We illustrate the theoretical significance of 
thinking about sweat for gender and geography by discussing the ambiguity, proximity and 
collectivity of sweaty bodies; and, the fragility, multiplicity and vitality of sweaty bodies. To 





Bodily fluids are too often ignored in geographic scholarship on embodiment (Longhurst 
and Johnston 2014). This paper asks how geographers might better understand the shifting 
connections that define gender through paying attention to sweat. We argue that sweat can 
tell us much about how an individual dwells within the world and assigns meanings to 
place, self, and social relationships. Our aim is to better understand the visceral experiences 
of sweat and sweating to investigate how bodies, spaces and gender are shaped and 
reshaped through the affective and emotional response to sweat. Sweat is a firm reminder 
of the body’s biological capacity to cool the body in hot and humid ambient temperatures. 
At the same time, the historical weight of discourses of hygiene posits sweat within morally 
loaded white middle-class sentiments (Hitchings and Lee 2008; Low 2006; Soo and 
Stevenson 2007). With beginnings in the eighteenth century (Howes 2005), the sensual 
logic of capitalism have fashioned certain cleanliness practices by appropriating certain 
smells as ‘fresh’ into the marketplace, where people ought to feel ‘good’ for not looking or 
smelling sweaty (see Classen et al. 1994). 
Sweat also draws attention to the privileged status of men’s bodily fluids within society 
through an appeal to the biological, and therefore seemingly unchangeable, ‘natural’ gender 
differences (Grosz 1994). As one of our participants Phil (Anglo-Australian, early-twenties, 
casual primary school teacher, single) noted; ‘if a guy smells, it sounds terrible, but I’d 
probably be more accepting of that than if a girl was a bit smelly. It’s terrible, but that’s just 
how it is, I guess’. Sweat is entangled with gender to reveal the ways in which some bodies 
still remain privileged. A privilege attributed to natural, ‘in-built’ biological differences. In 
focusing on men, rather than valorising the dualism of Western Cartesian thinking in the 
construction of men and masculinity, we argue that the specificity of the sample provides 
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an opportunity to better understand men’s lived experiences of masculinity. Yet, sweat is 
often overlooked in geographical work investigating gender (see Longhurst 2001; 
Longhurst and Johnston 2014). 
Our discussion draws on fieldwork conducted with 36 people aged 18–30 years, living in 
the coastal regional city of Wollongong, New South Wales, Australia. Specifically, we focus 
on the 17 participants living as men because experiences of sweat are highly gendered. 
Sensitive to the importance of context, this article builds on feminist geographical work on 
masculine embodiment that emphasises the importance of how gender emerges by how 
bodies, spaces and affect/emotion co-constitute each other (see Gorman-Murray 2013). 
Following Probyn (2000: 7) we focus on the visceral as ‘gut reactions’ mobilised by sensory 
engagement to explore what sweat does to our participants’ understanding of bodies, social 
difference and space. In particular, this paper explores the recurring theme that emerged 
during interviews – experiences of visceral disgust and shame – as this group of young men 
navigated the dilemmas presented by the lived experience of sweat in summer urban spaces 
across work, public and domestic domains. In doing so, we help to address particular ‘blind 
spots’ in the geographies of masculinities (Hopkins and Noble 2009: 816).  
Our focus on the gendered embodied experiences of sweat is also underpinned by policy 
and scholarly concerns with young people and sustainability. Household sustainable politics 
focus on motivating people to ‘act environmentally’ through education campaigns 
including ‘carbon footprints’ and ‘energy star ratings’. While such campaigns are important, 
growing empirical evidence across geography suggests that extent of behavioural change in 
light of environmental campaigns is limited (Gibson et al. 2013). Added to this is the 
contradictory positioning of young people in the context of everyday domestic 
sustainability. Young people are framed as a pivotal age cohort in the pursuit of more 
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sustainable futures; framed as ‘environmental ambassadors’ within family, peer networks 
and wider community networks (Gram- Hanssen 2007; Collins and Hitchings 2012: 195). 
Conversely, the work of Gram-Hanssen (2007), and Hitchings and Lee (2008) suggest from 
their respective work in Denmark and Singapore that working against domestic sustainable 
practices are young people’s heightened anxieties around cleanliness. This suggests that 
policy campaigns founded on ‘the environment’ are far too limiting to take into account the 
paradoxes and ambiguities of the lived experiences of sweat and sweating in everyday life. 
Paying attention to the visceral response to sweat provides possibilities to improve political 
understandings and decision-making around household sustainability. 
This article is divided into five sections. We begin with an overview of the growing 
attention paid by geographers to the study of men and masculinities. We then ask the 
question: How does sweat produce certain bodies? To answer this question we outline 
different modes of knowing sweat by considering the ‘body-we-have’, the ‘body-we-are’, 
and the ‘body-we-do’. We refer to benchmark work in feminist geography that enables us 
to develop the notion of the ‘sweaty-body-we-do’ within theoretical arguments around the 
visceral. The second section provides an outline and justification of our methodology. Our 
analysis of what sweat may ‘do’ for the people who are doing the sweating is presented in 
the third and fourth sections. We suggest that contradictory to dualist ideas of masculinity, 
our participants were very much ‘in touch’ with their bodies. The third section discusses 
the sensual pleasures of sweating. When corporeal pride is envisaged to exist as the mirror 
image of shame, pride is difficult to disentangle from the dynamics of disgust and shame. 
We identify when and for who sweaty bodies become a privileged site by examining the 
sensual pleasures of the sweaty body. In the fourth section, we outline how the dynamics 
of disgust and shame illustrates the fragility and multiplicity of masculinity within the 
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situated social relations that configure the self in relation to others. We illustrate that 
sweating is a constant visceral reminder that the way we live is continually negotiated along 
the lines of age, gender, class, athleticism and ethnicity. What is important is a sensual form 
of sociality to becoming men, rather than commitment to a particular stable set of ideas 
about masculinity. We conclude that future sustainability policies would do well to further a 
visceral approach for deepening understanding of everyday household practices. 
 
Thinking men and masculinity through the sweating body 
The body is integral to geographical research on gender seeking to dispense with the 
dualisms that sustain identity politics underpinned by heterosexual/homosexual, 
man/woman and masculine/feminine (Longhurst and Johnston 2014). Since the 2000s, 
poststructuralist feminist geographers who advocate for a politics of becoming have 
productively critiqued structuralist dictates of gender identity, including Connell’s (1995) 
concept of hegemonic masculinity. By thinking outside of social structures that sustains 
essential gender and sexual categories, post-structuralist feminists draw attention to the 
importance of body-space relations in the constitution, performance, and lived experiences 
of the gendered subject. For example, drawing on Foucault (1979) feminist geographers 
reconceptualised the relationship between bodies and spaces as a dynamic product of 
discourse (see McDowell 1999; Longhurst 2001; Johnston and Longhurst 2010). By 
focusing on the importance of self-surveillance, these scholars conceive of gendered 
practices as a performance of, or identification with, gendered behaviours that are not 
structurally imposed ‘from above’ – but rather negotiated within the discursive powers that 
comprise a particular context. The workings of space, power and discourse is at the centre 
of how post-structuralist feminist geographers explore masculinity’s performative yet 
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discursively constituted qualities. The strength of performativity is how the gendered body 
inscribed by discourse is never completely accomplished, yet stability is achieved through 
the repetition of performance. Despite the merits of Foucauldian-inspired work that 
deconstructs the knowledge around masculinities as ‘natural’, one common critique was 
how the ‘fleshiness of the body’ is conceptualised. 
Deleuzian-inspired work under corporeal feminism turned to questions of what bodies can 
do (see Slocum 2008; Colls 2012; Colls and Fannin 2013). Bodies are conceived as in a state 
of constant becoming through their practices and encounters, in assemblages with other 
bodies. For example, Braidotti’s (2013) account is that of a (post-human) body assembled 
in the folding and refolding of life, matter, technologies and signs. Following this line of 
thought, the body loses any essential characteristic of a subject, including ‘gender’. Instead, 
gendered subjectivities emerge within material (bodies, things, objects) and expressive 
(ideas, affect/emotions, desire) forces that fold or assemble bodies within particular 
contexts. It is therefore possible to think of assembling masculinity within a context of 
situated body sizes, shapes, phenotypes, gestures, practices, ideas and desires while also in 
combination with the sensual responses to the myriad of material objects, including sweat. 
So what of sweaty bodies? From a scientific perspective, sweat is an object of biological 
knowledge of the body-we-have that is measured and observed in a variety of ways. Sweat-
we-have is known as secretion from three categories of glands located all over the object-
body – eccrine, apocrine and sebaceous – but clustered in places of high hair density (Burry 
et al. 2003). The significance of knowing sweat for the body-we-have is: to cool the object-
body from thermodynamic properties of an evaporative liquid (Burry et al. 2003); to reduce 
blood pressure invoked by stress, anxiety or drug addiction (Schulkin 2004); as a bodily 
response to eating spicy food (Wilke et al. 2007); or to maintain hair health (Barzanty et al. 
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2012). For forensic scientists, the worth of sweat arises from possibilities to identify 
individuals’ DNA code through amino acids (Genge 2002). Whereas for some 
psychologists, the sweat-we-have is known through the pheromones as a chemical 
communication process (Wyart et al. 2007). Finally, for corporations manufacturing 
antiperspirant deodorant, the mode of knowing sweat for the body-we-have is as a 
chemical reaction that involves the many different bacterial species living on our skin 
(Barzanty et al. 2012). Manufacturers of antiperspirant deodorants locate body odour in the 
chemical reactions occurring on the skin surface of the object-body. These, then, are 
scientific object-definitions of sweat, representing a body-we-have. 
Crucially, the modes of knowing sweat is not just about thermal regulation of a body-we-
have in response to ambient temperature, physical activity, stressful situations, or some 
drugs or foods. There are normative ways of knowing sweat as part of the daily working 
lives of people that attends to their self-awareness. For example, the body-we-are is 
inferred from how sweat is embedded in different symbolic registers of work. Consider, for 
example, how sweat is often read as a positive appraisal of manual blue-collar work and 
celebrated as underpinning the ‘we’ of a particular collective, including the nation (Beasley 
1988; Bosi 1970; John 1980). In contrast, sweat-shop labour within the mantra of 
structuralist economic analysis is understood as expression of dialectical materialism 
(Bythell 1978; Bender 2004; Ross 1997). Through knowledge about the sweaty subject, 
unequal relations of global capitalist production are made present and visible. However, 
normally hidden within these structuralist accounts that attend to work practices are 
economies of sensation and self-awareness. 
Furthermore, knowledge about the sweaty subject of the body-we-are prompts us to think 
about how is sweat ‘done’? This question is significant because the capacity of sweat to 
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pass through pores of the skin undermines the illusory solidity and stability of bodily 
boundaries. Grosz (1994) focussed her thinking on how bodily fluids sit uneasily within 
masculinist appraisals of bodies that priorities solidity over porosity, and dualistic thinking 
of mind/body, inside/outside and object/subject. The fluidity of sweat troubles such 
knowledge by producing bodies with uncertain boundaries. Grosz (1994) conveyed an 
ontology of embodied sexed difference by attending to how bodily fluids are rendered 
visible within the interests of a masculine hegemony and laws of physics governing solids. 
In this vein, Grosz (1994) provided an account of how bodies become sexed through 
bodily fluids. Grosz (1994) argued that while bodies have many of the same capabilities to 
leak and ooze, she underscored how viscous bodily fluids; like breast milk, menstrual blood 
and sweat were integral to how Western phallocentric knowledge makes sense of women’s 
bodies as more threatening and/or dirtier. Viscous bodily fluids gained prominence in 
masculinist knowledge as most intimidating because they do not conform to the scientific 
laws governing solids.  
Similarly, knowledge about the sweaty subject of the body-we-are prompts us to question 
how should bodies look and smell? Answering this question forces us to think about the 
multiple, and often conflicting set of ideas to apprehend how we know ourselves by being 
self-aware of sweaty bodies. Drawing on Douglas (1966) and Shove (2003) remind us that 
the practice of knowing the sight, touch, smell or residue of sweat often becomes read in 
contemporary Western societies as ‘dirt’; particularly in contexts where sweat is understood 
to disrupt masculinist knowledge about what is solid, clean, orderly, pure, and proper. For 
example, McClintock (1995) and Classen et al. (1994) trace the historical weight of 
discursive construction of classed, gendered and ethnic social difference that emanates 
from the dominant white culture that classified sweaty bodies as ‘other’. 
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Yet, as the work of social scientists illustrate, there are alternative dominant discourses of 
how we know ourselves by being self-aware of sweatiness (Markula and Pringle 2006; 
Maguire 2008; Heikkala 1993; Johnston and Longhurst 2010). The sweaty body-we-are may 
be internalised as ‘good’ in the contexts of saunas, sport fields and gyms. In these contexts, 
the touch, smell and sight of sweat is valorised and folded through various normalised 
body projects that increase the desirability of a healthy, athletic and/or sexually attractive 
body as both ‘slim’ and ‘fit’. The work required to reshape bodies to ideal norms effects a 
flattening of resistance to sweat. But such dispositions around the sweaty subject overlook 
how sweat mobilises visceral affects and emotions across different bodies in particular 
contexts. 
If sweat is part of the body-we-have known by scientists, and the sweaty subject is the 
body-we-know ourselves within a particular cultural milieu, is it possible to explore the 
affective and emotional relationship of becoming sweaty bodies? What insights are offered 
to geographers from the fleshy situatedness of our visceral responses to sweat? To inquire 
about the affective and emotional relationships of the sweaty body-we-do, we draw 
inspiration from Probyn’s (2000) critical post-human subjectivity that rests on an ethics of 
becoming. Probyn’s (2000: 14) visceral approach draws on Deleuzian assemblage thinking. 
We are not the first to think about the visceral in geography (Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-
Conroy 2008, 2010; Johnston 2012; Longhurst et al. 2009). Post-structural feminist 
geographers have productively combined the concept of the visceral with geographical 
thinking to demonstrate how bodies, spaces and affect/emotions are mutually constituted. 
For example, Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy (2008) draw on Probyn’s (2000) work on 
the visceral to argue that the politics of the Slow Food movement cannot be separated out 
from the social divisions that materially impact taste. For Longhurst et al. (2009), Probyn’s 
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ideas presented in Carnal Appetites was again helpful to further geographical work on 
food, home cooking and the politics of belonging. They remind us how visceral 
experiences of cooking and eating food may operate as a sensual bridge for migrants with 
their ‘home’ country. 
Probyn conceives of the visceral to refer to the moods, bodily sensations and 
affects/emotions that emerge from our sensory engagement with both discursive and 
material worlds. Following Probyn’s argument, we suggest that bodies are affected every 
time sweat is sensed. Thus, the affect of sweat is conceived as an intensity that is neither 
fully objective nor quite subjective. Affects, as referred to here, are linked to emotions, and 
understood as series of non-conscious, physiologically-intense experiences. While affect has 
a basis in physiology, their registration as experience is always mediated through context, 
socialisation and discourse. When sweating we find ourselves in various assemblages, made 
and (re)making and ourselves over. Rather than sweat being understood as grounded in 
biology or as socially circumscribed, sweat becomes a personal visceral reminder of the 
ambiguities of our bodies that may open up fertile ground for questioning the historical 
and cultural context within which we live and rework subjectivities. Such thinking alerts us 
to appeals for a located, fragile, vital, multiple and immanent subjectivity, with the potential 
for differentiation. Here, gender is assembled out of elements of the physiological, social, 
embodied, discursive, material and spatial. Gender is experienced through the affective and 
emotional relations triggered by how sweat cuts across multiple sensory registers. Sweat is 
conceived here is one of a myriad of material and expressive force that assembles the body 
again. The affects and emotions of encountering sweat in a particular context is conceived 
as one example of disjunctive becoming where gendered bodies are assembled afresh. 
Encountering sweat either increases, or decreases, the body’s capacities to make, remake or 
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undo relations that comprise social structures and spatial boundaries, which in turn shape 
gendered practices of everyday life. It is through the experiences and peer judgments of 
sweating bodies, which are physiologically registered, that bodies learn to be affected by 
and affect others. Advocating for a visceral approach in geography opens up a way of 
apprehending the sight, touch and smell of sweat in a dynamic, multi-modal way through 
which different bodies and places become meaningful in the flow of relations with multiple 
others. Probyn’s (2000) notion of the visceral underscores that bodies function 
productively and interactively in constituting the provisional and uncertain connections 
between bodies and their spatial context. We conceive the visceral as active in maintaining 
as well as transforming masculinities. 
 
Methodological approach 
Fieldwork was conducted in March 2011, following a summer heatwave on the east coast 
of Australia that broke 150-year-old records in terms of duration and temperature. 
Interviews were conducted for a project entitled ‘Summer Living’ with thirty-six people 
aged from 18 to 30 years, who had resided for at least a year in the coastal regional city of 
Wollongong, Australia. Wollongong is roughly 80 km south of Sydney and has a 
population of 280,000 people. The interviews were part of a larger project on cultural 
adaption to climate change in Australia. The larger project aim was to investigate the 
everyday practices, tactics and responses to Australian summer warmth and humidity. 
Living with sweat is an integral part of summer (December–February) in Wollongong. The 
Australian Bureau of Meteorology (BOM) (2011) reported that in the past decade the mean 
summer temperature was 23.4C, and the relative humidity around 67%. The 36 people who 
consented to participate were recruited using snowball sampling through the social 
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networks of research assistants. The use of research assistants helped short-circuit the 
social norms that position talk about sweat as a taboo topic (see Young 1990; Longhurst 
2001). 
For the purposes of this paper, we focus on the 17 participants living as men, given the 
gendered discourses that emerged around sweat. The sample of men was differentiated by 
employment histories, relationship status, ethnicity and whether they considered 
themselves fit. In terms of employment, one was unemployed, two were labourers, and 
eight were service workers, while six juggled part-time service employment with full-time 
university studies. In terms of marital status, six were married, six spoke of a partner and 
five were single. Two participants identified themselves as Indigenous Australians. One 
participant identified himself as Asian-Australian. The remaining 14 participants were of 
Anglo- Australian ancestry. All 17 participants claimed a heterosexual identity. Only one 
participant spoke about themselves as ‘overweight’ and ‘unfit’. Alongside the relative young 
age of our sample over other bodies in Wollongong, it is important to acknowledge the 
dominance of their whiteness, heterosexuality, relative affluence and fitness. 
The interviews were conducted by the research assistants and us at a convenient time in 
participants’ homes, unless requested otherwise. The interviews lasted between 30 and 60 
minutes, were audio recorded, later transcribed verbatim and shared with participants on 
request. Interviews were structured into three sections: experiences of the February 2011 
heatwave; followed by a discussion of laundry; then bathing practices. In the first section, 
participants were encouraged to tell stories that highlighted different aspects of living with 
sweating bodies. Given sweat is often a taboo topic, all of the researchers who engaged in 
this study shared their experiences with participants of living with sweating bodies. In 
addition to the interviews, we gathered information on the heatwave and sweat from 
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advertisements in the local and state-wide print and on-line media. Of particular note is the 
emphasis in the print and on-line media on the stigma of living with sweaty bodies and 
advertisements emphasising the need for deodorant regardless of gender. 
Our analysis relied upon conceptualising the transcripts as a cultural artefact with affective 
and emotional properties. Mindful that as Gregg (2006: 9) points out ‘affect can exist 
within the text itself, and rise from the page as it is read’, we systematically coded extracts 
under a number of thematic headings that emerged including joy, fear, anxiety, guilt, pride, 
disgust and shame. In what follows, we consider some examples of what sweaty bodies can 
do by investigating how the dynamics of shame and disgust: 1. encourages participants to 
confront their attachment to gendered ideals and practices; and, 2. illustrates the fragility 
and multiplicity of emplaced masculinities.  
 
Ambiguity, proximity, collectivity 
In this section, we pay attention to the visceral responses of the sweaty body to investigate 
how participants embody social contexts and cultural expectations. We argue that sweat 
alerts participants to their status as an embodied participant within contexts within which 
they are interested. We highlight the lived contradictions and ambiguities of masculine 
embodiment sensed through sweat. We identify the contradictory social contexts within 
which gender is lived through sweaty bodies. Sometimes sweaty bodies are lived as if they 
are attractive and other moments as disgusting. As Probyn (2000) argues, corporeal pride 
cannot be separated from the dynamics of shame and disgust. 
The sweaty body as a force of corporeal pride illustrated the way in which some men 
experience sports culture that celebrates the structural codes of the athletic body and a 
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particular ‘blokey’ masculinity. The corporeal pride and sensual pleasures of sweating were 
governed by regimes of truth about self-care and the body of the sports-person. For 
example, Phil illustrates how exercise regimens provide guidance in terms of how to relate 
to sweating both in relation to himself and to others. 
At the gym, I’m not bothered by it [sweat]. It’s certainly not as frowned-upon as it 
would be in a kind of more formal, social setting, or something like that. The times 
that I’ve been to the gym, or been to work-out classes, it’s just part of it [exercise]. 
You get sweaty when you’re working hard. It almost means that you’re kind of 
achieving something almost, because you’re working hard, and you’re working up 
that sweat, and that’s kind of what it’s about. Like I know, myself, when I go for 
runs and that, if I’m sweaty by the end of the run I’ll know that I’ve worked hard, 
and I can go: ‘I’ve achieved something’, I’ve had a good session. It’s almost 
cleansing. 
 
Phil suggests the exercising body is primed to notice sweat and is accompanied with an 
internalised ‘good conscience’. The body of the sports-person and the body of the person-
with-sweat are neatly aligned and require less management. Sweating is a desired end point. 
In Phil’s words ‘I’ve worked hard’, and ‘I have achieved something’. Phil taps into a 
philosophy of self-care in order to elaborate individual pride in the transformative 
possibilities of working- up a sweat. Sweat is about practicing such care through disciplined 
body-work, aimed at self-improvement. Phil goes on to illustrate how exercising with sweat 
is mediated through experiential and representational modes as purification. The exercising 
body-with-sweat may be felt as cleansing and expressed as ‘good’ when guided by the 




You feel it [sweat] coming out of your pores and cleaning your pores. And, I really, 
really dig it. You almost wear it [sweat] like a badge. It’s like: ‘I’ve earned this sweat 
because I was out running, and I’m working out a sweat while you’re sitting on 
your arse doing nothing’. That’s how I kind of feel about it. And I’m not self-
conscious about being sweaty in those sorts of situations. 
 
Phil’s words convey the pride in refashioning himself by deliberately role-playing the 
performance of the runner. Crucially, as Probyn (2000: 132) points out ‘the move to pride 
stifles the power of our bodies to react’. In Phil’s words, ‘I’m not self-conscious about 
being sweaty in those sorts of situations [exercising]’. The affective politics of difference 
from encountering one’s own sweat as part of an exercise assemblage operates to sustain 
binary identities that limit a body’s power of acting by regulating the affective and 
emotional forces such a body may legitimately experience, including slim/fat, active/lazy 
and ‘good’/’bad’. Bodies are assembled anew in the context of exercise assemblages in 
ways that limit a body’s power of acting. 
Exercising with sweat becomes a visceral reminder of how the slim, fit, athletic body of the 
sports-person inhabits a privileged status within the nexus of sport and urban space. For 
example, living with sweat is often part of the stigmatisation of fat bodies (see Kargbo 
2014; Raisborough 2014; Hopkins 2012). For example, Justin (Anglo-Australian, 19 years 
of age, full-time student, couple relationship), who described himself as both physically 





When I go to the gym or playground, I know I will sweat and I do it most often to 
fight off weight and get fit, so it’s [sweat] not a problem to me, and it may not be a 
problem to anyone there… I mean, everyone at the sport centre [is] doing exercises 
[and] may end up smelling at the end of the exercises, and no one cares…One day I 
went for an occasion that begins before sunset, and when got there I was already 
sweating, it was like I was coming from the beach even though I was wearing neat 
clothes. So, my girlfriend told me to go back home and change the clothes and I 
had to. 
 
Justin’s experience of living with an overweight sweaty body exercising in the gym is 
experienced as pride in becoming fit and practicing health and weight-loss ideals. However, 
echoing findings of fat scholars, the sweat from his moving overweight body in the public 
domain is read by his partner as a site of disavowal, and experienced by Justin as shame 
rather than pride. The sensuous experiences of the exercising sweat for fit bodies also 
provided validation of a particular expression of sporting masculinity configured by the 
gendered discourses of the Australian ‘bloke’ which remove themselves from the 
squeamish, prim and prudish. For example, Phil went onto discuss the sensual pleasures 
and corporeal pride of sweating as a visceral reminder of the affective ties and emotional 
bonds between men who play team sports. 
. . . on the sports field, playing touch [football], I get pretty sweaty, but you’re with 
a bunch of blokes. It’s not something that you think about, not at all. 
 
The embodied connections facilitated by the sight, touch and smell of sweat may confirm 
dominant gendered discourses of what it means to be a man in the relationships that 
constitute a collective within team sports. Similarly, Barry (Anglo-Australian, 20 years of 
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age, full-time student, single) highlighted how the affective ties associated with sensual 
pleasures and corporeal pride of sweating may help to configure the morally ‘worthy’ body 
of the sports-person. 
If you’re sweating on the [football] field then you’re doing a good job. 
Interviewer: And, what about after the match? 
Barry: Umm, not too pleasant about the sweaty and smelly, although the rest of 
your mates are presumably in the same place. You probably just feel bad for the 
rest of the public in there who have to be around you.  
 
Barry’s spontaneous reflections on who and where football team bodies sweat, illustrates 
how sweating is a visceral reminder through which social relationships are inhabited and 
expressed. In the context of football assemblages, the composition of bodies, affects, 
practices, ideas and encounters with sweat coding experiences as ‘good’ sustain gender 
identities along conventional likes of mateship. Yet, Barry illustrates how the forces of 
pride, shame and disgust are often felt simultaneously. Lurking behind the visceral politics 
of mateship is the recognition of the historically gendered, classed and ethnic regimes of 
bodily hygiene that brings a mantle of visceral disgust and shame that are capable of 
transforming gender identities. 
Across all our interviews, a constant theme emerged around the dynamics of shame and 
disgust. One of the effects of experiencing shame and disgust was from the ability of the 
smell, touch and site of sweat to make proximate, pressing and tangible the categories of 
‘bad’ and ‘good’, agreeable and distasteful, comfort and discomfort. For instance, Shabuj 
(Asian-Australian, 30 years of age, retail assistant, couple relationship) lamented that: 
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It [the smell of other people’s sweat] comes and attacks your nose; it doesn’t give 
you a comfortable feeling. I mean, as long as you smell something that your brain is 
saying is not good that’s the main thing. I think we’re just made that way, not to be 
comfortable around bad odour. 
 
Shabuj shows us the intensity of unpleasant sensations triggered by the smell of other 
people’s sweat. Shabuj reveals how disgust is often assumed to be biological (Darwin 1998; 
Rozin et al. 2000). As an instinctive distancing response, explanation focuses on the 
neurology (whereby sensory cells located in the cavity of the nose convert physical 
substances to an electrical reaction that travels through the olfactory nerves to the brain for 
interpretation). Shabuj bypasses deliberation of how ‘good’ and ‘bad’ smells are also deeply 
embedded in olfactory cultures, social contexts and personal histories to protect social 
orders via the regulation of moral offenses (Miller 1997). 
Our participants also remind us that visceral disgust is an affect that forces us to confront 
‘the proximity of ourselves to others and ourselves’ (Probyn 2000: 132). For example, Kane 
(Anglo-Australian, 20 years of age, full-time student, employed part-time in retail, single) 
complained that: 
Yeah this one time I was at work and this guy smelt like rotten egg. I didn’t like it. 
It’s [the smell of sweat] like an invasion of my personal space. 
 
Kane illustrates how we are often reminded of our vulnerability as we smell the sweat on 




Um, I guess it is always nice to be around people who smell good. And it does 
make you uncomfortable when you are around someone who smells really bad and 
you can’t escape them. 
 
Kane and John illustrate Ahmed’s (2004: 85) argument that disgust may register ‘as an 
offensive’ when having come too close to something one has rejected. Sweaty bodies are 
rendered disgusting by the bodily attack impressed on them by inhaling the smell of 
something already constituted as ‘bad’. 
Disgust as a gut reaction may therefore be conceived as a bodily response to reconfigure 
spatial and social boundaries, by pulling back, and rendering oneself distinct from that 
which invades. For example, Phil talks of the disgust he experienced at work which 
revealed harsh moral judgments regarding sweating bodies. 
. . . I definitely feel like I would be judged. Because even I know myself that when 
someone’s around that has got sweat patches under their arms, or they’re a bit 
whiffy, you’re kind of like: ‘Ewww ... That’s kind of gross’. You know, you think: 
‘Like poor hygiene and stuff’. But then, at the same time, I’m like that as well. It’s 
kind of one of those reactions that’s like a personal thing, you don’t want people to 
see you sweating. 
 
Likewise, Max (Anglo-Australian, late twenties, full-time bus driver, single), described the 
visceral disgust from the smell of other people’s sweat to illustrate how we embody social 




The smell [of sweat]… I mean yeah I’ve come across people who… they would 
nearly turn my stomach because of their smell. Um. . . it can be ethnicity, or people 
who have a mental disability. Uh yeah they’re the main ones. Um for instance 
Indians…tend to not wear deodorant… or some of the elderly Macedonians and 
Italians. 
 
Max illustrates the instantly recognisable physicality of disgust that is difficult to control. 
Categories and hierarchies of social difference are brought into existence through the 
sensuous proximity of bodily smells that Max has previously rejected as ‘bad’. Troubled by 
regulation of sweaty bodies through a cultural system of white colonial legacies, cleanliness, 
age, disability, gender and class, Max illustrates how visceral disgust as a gut reaction 
operates as embodied practice to distance oneself as distinct from that which disgusts. As 
Probyn (2000: 142) argued, ‘disgust forces upon us a tangible sense of the closeness of 
others’. Max feels the proximities of others that invade his body through his nose. Indeed, 
Max illustrates Ahmed’s (2004: 85) argument how the affective work of visceral disgust 
registered in the pit of his stomach in forging social groups and making sense of self by 
taking ‘over the object that apparently gives rise to it’. Following Kristeva (1982), Max’s 
response of being disgusted at the smell of body odour as an internal menace, may be 
understood as a way to secure his sense of self from all that he is ‘not’. The visceral disgust 
at bodily smells are a reminder of the fragile qualities of Max’s clean, ‘good’ smelling self 
that requires constant vigilance. 
Max was not alone in talking about the fear of being disgusting, and the fear that body 
odour can easily render a person to be or become disgusting. For example, Barry suggests 
the scent of sweat is registered as a fleeting bodily experience of discomfort: 
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Umm I guess some people can cause discomfort if they are smelly; it’s not a nice 
feeling to be sitting next to, or near, someone who smells bad. I’m sure you can 
appreciate that as, being a human, it [the sweaty body] just doesn’t smell good. 
 
For Barry, all human sweaty bodies smell ‘bad’. Barry suggests that participants experience 
the smell of their sweaty bodies as on the verge of being disgusting. Given this visceral 
suspicion of always becoming disgusting, the next section turns to explore the spatiality, 
resources and labour-intensive work participants do in patrolling the boundaries between 
self and other, so as not to confront and interrogate the visceral disgust and shame 
triggered by their own body odour. 
 
Fragility, multiplicity, vitality 
Kieran: I don’t like the smell of sweat. I don’t like the feeling that someone else can 
smell me… I know when other people smell I will avoid them or give them space. 
 
Kieran (Anglo-Australian, 25 years of age, full-time student/part-time environmental 
officer, couple relationship) conveys the spacing and fragility of subjectivity when he talks 
of his dislike of someone smelling his sweat. This was especially evident in work narratives 
of embodied practices in service-sector jobs. These participants are men who understood 
how body judgments are triggered by the smell of body odour in the public domain. At the 
same time, these participants provide insights to how the vigilant self-analysis underpinned 
by visceral disgust and shame at their own body odour, both widened and narrowed 
masculinity. Participants spoke about a number of ways for dealing with their body odour 
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to cope with the perpetual discomfort of living in smelly bodies in close proximity to fellow 
commuters, colleagues or clients. Sweat prevention techniques included the application 
(and re-application) of deodorant and/or cologne, daily showering with soap, selecting 
appropriate clothes and changing clothes on an almost daily basis in summer. For instance, 
Max spoke with pleasure of the effectiveness and ‘good’ smell of deodorant: 
I’m not against sweat, but just with the work that I do, because I am dealing with 
the public, I don’t particularly like sweating, because I don’t want to have an 
offensive odour. So, the wetness is bad, but it’s more a fact of the odour. At the 
moment I use a Lynx Dry, or I use . . . I can’t remember if it’s Rexona or Gillette, 
but it’s supposedly 48-h protection deodorant, clinically tested to reduce sweating. 
I’m pretty happy with the way it works because even if I do sweat, I can still smell 
the deodorant. But, kicking around the house, and stuff like that, I’ve nothing 
against sweat. 
 
Max reassures us he has nothing against sweat ‘kicking around the house’. This is an 
important point. As Probyn (2005) argues, only someone, or something, that is of interest 
can trigger the dynamics of shame and disgust. Most participants were disinterested in 
sweat in the domestic domain. For example, Phil said: 
I don’t really care if I smell in front of my family, it doesn’t bother me. . . See, if I 
was sweaty at home, even around my mates, sitting around having beers, I wouldn’t 
care, it wouldn’t bother me. Even if I stunk, like if it was my close mates, I 
wouldn’t care. I mean they’d probably give me a hard time, but I know that I 
wouldn’t be judged. But if I was at a club, at the bar, and you’re sweaty, and I have 
been, I mean it’s hot and stuff and someone said ‘Hey, you’re really sweaty’, it 




Phil illustrates that unlike the domestic domain, sweaty bodies in the public domain are 
often regarded as cultural outsiders not just because of the moral sentiments they prompt 
but also become they do not confirm to what people think of as ‘good’ or ‘right’ in relation 
to a nexus of gender, class and ethnicity. As Probyn (2005: 39) argues, the ‘shame of the 
cultural outsider is fed by a desire to fit in and an abiding interest in being able to do so – 
to belong where you don’t belong.’ Hence, Max and Phil, like all our participants who 
worked in the service economy, are deeply interested with controlling and sanitizing their 
public and professional corporeality. The sweaty body in the public and service economy 
domains do not sit comfortably with socio-cultural embodied truths of masculine 
embodiment fashioned by the affective economies of capitalism. Curtis (2008: 7) reminds 
us of the importance of bodily smells within ‘affective economies, in which capacities for 
sensory discrimination... of shame and disgust [are] advanced.’ Within the social and 
cultural structures and settings of his workplace, Max does not wish to be, or become 
disgusting. Max applies deodorant to avert shame and disgust triggered by his body odour. 
Max smells his deodorant, rather than confronting disgust from his own body smells, or of 
strangers, that threaten to dissolve aged, gendered, ethnic, able-ist and classed social 
hierarchies and categories. The dynamics of shame and disgust illustrates the fragility of 
subjectivities. 
Phil provides another insight to the fragility of masculine subjectivities by ways in which 
sweating disrupts the embodied space of his workplace corporality. For Phil, the process of 






I’d feel gross, because I’d be so conscious of it [not applying deodorant]. If I’d left 
home without putting deodorant on, and I got to school, and I realised at school, 
and I couldn’t do anything about it [body odour], I’d be really conscious about it 
[body odour]. I’d just constantly be smelling myself. I’d probably be going into the 
bathroom, wet my arm pits, just to make sure that they didn’t smell. And even if 
you don’t smell, you’re just so conscious of it [body odour]. So I worry, I hope I 
don’t stink. And the kids would give you a heaps hard time about it if you did. It’d 
be pretty embarrassing. I could only imagine half of the things that they’d say, what 
some of the older kids would say if you were a bit whiffy. But, thankfully, it hasn’t 
happened yet . . . Because you hear stories. I mean even friends I’m with talk about 
‘that’ teacher that always had sweat patches and always stunk; and you just don’t 
want to be that guy. 
 
Phil’s body is actively engaged in sweating. In turn, the visceral disgust triggered by the 
smell and sight of sweat tells us how Phil inhabits the social conventions of the school. 
Sensing the material traces of sweat as ‘stink’, Phil is acutely aware of how the subject of 
the teacher and classroom are transformed by the dynamism immanent to bodily sweat. 
Knowing that ‘older kids’ at the school are not opposed to reprimanding teachers on how 
they smell, Phil admitted the disgust and shame he would feel about seeing and smelling 
the material traces of his sweat in the classroom. Phil’s appreciation of his-self as being 
‘whiffy’ incorporates what surrounds him: the deodorant he has forgotten to apply; the 
school; the pupils; his friends; and even embodied memories of his school days. The 
admission of visceral disgust and shame signals the way that the smell of material traces of 
sweat is premised upon an intimate knowledge of the body, socially acceptable smells and 
its enhanced or decreased capacity to ‘act’ in particular ways to a ‘whiffy’ self. In Colls’ 
(2007) work on fatness, she referred to these bodily capacities as the ‘intra-action’ of 
matter. Alongside acknowledging ‘the existence of specific body topographies, its textures 
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and surfaces’ of intra-body touch (Colls 2007: 363) is how our bodies are primed to smell 
themselves. 
To counteract visceral disgust and shame of body odour, physical action is required to rid 
or conceal the sight and smell of sweat from others. For Phil, to counteract visceral disgust 
physically, he must prepare his body as a teacher. In the service of preparing his body ‘to 
do the right thing’ in front of classrooms, Phil is not opposed to enlarging the terms of 
masculinity by shaving his underarms and carrying deodorant in his satchel. 
It’s [sweat] like a dirty thing. I’ve shaved my arm-pits before. And it [shaving] 
worked. It [shaving] limited the body odour. I didn’t really notice a difference in 
sweat, but body odour, definitely, it [shaving] kind of really had an impact on 
[smell]. 
 
Phil illustrates the ongoing tension between the erratic character of men’s bodies to break 
out into sweat, and men’s efforts to regulate their bodies by deodorizing, shaving and 
showering bodies and washing clothes. These regulating activities to freshen masculinity 
reminds us of the capital accumulation through which contemporary advertising for 
deodorants, perfumes, laundry powder and other fragrance products have cemented the 
relations between cleanliness, affluence and gender. The touch and smell of freshly-
laundered clothes, alongside deodorants, shampoo and soap help to confirm embodied 
truths about the person as a professional man. For example, Cooper (Anglo-Australian, 25 
years of age, full-time IT professional, casual university lecturer, single) reflects on his 
intolerance of body odour: 
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 Well if you stink at work it isn’t courteous, or professional. Also, when you are in 
 close proximity to people on transport, etcetera, you need to smell, well, not 
 necessarily good, but not bad either. 
 
Cooper illustrates how in contemporary service sector workplace discourses, body odour is 
pathologised as a threat to the professional self. In-oderate bodies have their roots in 
discourses of hygiene and deodorizing campaigns of the eighteenth century, broadening its 
scope from disciplining and disinfecting the subordinate classes to sustaining professional 
olfactory identities. In-oderateness is seemingly essential to assume a respectable status in 
the workplace. In Cooper’s words ‘you need to smell, well, not necessarily good, but not 
bad either.’ Cooper implies that to express an identifiable odour would be disrespectful and 
unprofessional. Likewise, Kieran explains that when colleagues prepare their bodies to 
work: ‘It’s not that I want them [colleagues] to necessarily smell like deodorant, but I don’t 
want them to smell like BO [body odour]’. 
Cooper and Kieran illustrate the particular sets of rules around the preparation of the 
respectable-smelling professional body. As Young (1990: 136) argues, respectability 
‘consists of conforming to norms that repress sexuality, bodily functions and emotional 
expression’. Cooper and Kieran remind us that regulating body odours is not only 
connected with sets of rules around work etiquette but also the heightened interest in 
removing possible threats to the social order and personal stability triggered by the 
dynamics of disgust and shame. In this mix, Cooper and Kieran prefer bodies to be in-
oderate. The in-oderate professional body points to the inherent masculinity of the 
workplace and public domain through the neutralisation of certain sensation, distrust of the 
sensual and removal of traces of ambiguity. 
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In contrast to the neutralisation of body odour in the workplace, Rob (Indigenous 
Australian, 30 years of age, employed full-time/part-time post-graduate studies, single) 
draws attention to the role of bodily smells in regulating gender and confirming the 
ideology of sexual difference when ‘going out’ at night in the public domain. Rob explained 
the role of men’s cologne in naturalising sexual difference as an unproblematic binary: 
I think it [bodily smells] has a lot to do with attracting the opposite sex. We want to 
portray a good image to the opposite sex, women; like to look and smell good. And 
actually the only time I know of mates or other males use cologne is when they go 
out and attract the opposite sex. 
 
The association of bodily smells to sexuality has a long history (see Freud [1905] 1953). 
These are men who understood bodily smells as the engine of heterosexual desire. This was 
especially evident in their ways of using cologne. Applying cologne to their bodies is 
understood as doing the right thing to become a good-smelling, heterosexual-appealing 
body. Bodies smelling of cologne was therefore restricted to times and places designated 
for ‘going out’ and ‘attracting the opposite sex’. For Rob, there is nothing controversial 
about wearing cologne in nightclubs. Indeed, cologne is understood as integral to 
fashioning and solidifying the nightclub as a highly-charged hetero-sexualised space. In 
contrast, Rob goes onto explain how, in the public domain, the smell of cologne within his 
friendship-circle worked against linking bodies together as ‘blokes’. 
If you’re with your mates, and around blokes, you don’t care how you smell. In fact 
if you smell too nice around your mates they might pick you out and ask: ‘What’s 




These are men that illustrate how the experiences of bodily smells are socially structured 
and derived through relationships with others in specific spatial settings. Rob illustrates 
how his male friends deploy shame to police the definitions of what it means to smell like a 
‘bloke’. Rob illustrates how shame is employed in the service of maintaining the intimate 
bonds of mateship between self-identified ‘real’ men as blokes/mates. As Probyn (2005: 8) 
argued ‘shame makes us reflect on who we are – individually and collectively’. Rob is 
careful not to ‘smell too nice’ around his mates. Rob reminds us again of the historical 
weight of discourses that fashion sweat within middle-class sensibilities and blue-collar 
jobs. This then is the social framework that constructs the normality of blokes’ bodily 
odours in particular spatial settings. Within leisure spaces configured by Rob’s friendship 
circle the pull is towards normalising the smell of sweat to reconfigure the intimate 
relationships that sustain a blokey masculinity. How men’s bodies smell, and are supposed 
to smell, both challenge and reproduce gender stereotypes. Bodies are always spatially 
situated within a jumble of visceral disgust and shame and ideas of virtue, masculinity, 
mateship and respectability. The visceral responses to sweat may be understood in terms of 
thinking that ‘foregrounds the fact that we call one’s self, one’s body is in fact inhabited by 
several bodies moving at different speeds’ (Probyn 2000: 24). Here it is the visceral 
response to sweat that alerts us to the fragility and multiplicity of subjectivities by enfolding 
the vitality of bodies within the situated social relations that forge oneself. 
 
Conclusions 
Sweat is a familiar experience of an Australian summer. The value of the affective and 
emotional experience of sweating bodies is how it brings to light something about how an 
individual inhabits social conventions of their culture. Yet, there is a lack conceptually- 
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informed work on what sweat does, and what sweating bodies can do within geographical 
scholarship. To illustrate the productive function of sweat in relations to geographies of 
gender, we chose to focus on the sweating bodies of people who live their lives as men that 
are categorised as belonging to a generation often ambiguously characterised by its 
obsession for cleanliness and future ‘environmental ambassadors’. 
Adopting a post-structuralist feminist lens prompted us to bring to the fore how the 
visceral response to the smell, touch and sight of sweating bodies provides insights to how 
gender is lived in context. Throughout this paper, sweat is not reduced to chemical 
components. Rather, a visceral approach keeps the matter of sweat in play within 
assemblages of material (bodies, technologies, things) and expressive (ideas, desires, 
affect/emotions) forces. Sweat acquires meanings through the bodies and places it appears 
and is assembled. The capacities of sensuous bodies to affect and be affected by sweat 
combines and coalesces different ideas, objects, bodies, embodied histories and bodily 
judgment into working assemblages. Bodies come with an overwhelming embodied 
geographical knowledge of when living with sweat is both desirable and/or inappropriate. 
For instance, the familiar visceral pride lodged in bodies at the sight and smell of sweat that 
helps to sustain the intimate bonds of sporting assemblages. The pride located in some 
sweaty bodies is their ability to measure up to bodily ideals configured by a blokey 
masculinity that sustains dualism within identity politics. In relation to this project, visceral 
disgust and shame in response to sweat reminded participants of the fragility of spatial 
boundaries associated with the social and cultural frameworks in which they experience 
their bodies. For participants whose bodies fail to comply with contemporary ideas of 
professional masculinity the recognition of disgust and shame was painful. The recognition 
of visceral disgust and shame provided an opportunity to reflect about what it means to 
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live one’s body as if it were disgusting. To avert the visceral responses of disgust and shame 
at their own body, participants used a range of embodied strategies to remain sweat-free 
and odourless. Some participants confirmed and legitimised particular embodied truths of 
the professional masculine subjectivity including deodorising, while others challenged 
embodied truths and gendered practices of masculinity – such as shaving their underarms. 
The visceral response to the smell, touch and sight of sweat is conceived as a telling 
instance of how the dynamics of pride, disgust and shame are spatial, relational and 
political. 
A focus on the visceral geographies of living with sweat provides opportunities to consider 
what is missing from other less sticky, smelly and wet accounts of gender in geography. In 
writing about sweat we make a small step in writing about the messy, fleshy and material 
dimension of the body often omitted from geography. As Longhurst and Johnston (2014: 
274) argue ‘bodily fluids are part of daily life... still represent that which is too banal, too 
material, too feminist, too mysterious, too Other for geography’. We argue perceptions of 
sweaty bodies and interpersonal exchanges triggered by the affective and emotional 
responses to sweat are integral to the production of gendered subjectivities. How 
participants live with sweat across different urban spaces is an excellent example of how a 
seemingly mundane practice is illustrative of a performative politics of one’s subjectivity. 
There is a need for more research that examines the intersections between sweat, age, 
gender, race, sexuality, ethnicity and body form that contribute to understanding how 
gender is lived and how people understand themselves in contradictory positions. 
Our empirical focus on sweat brought attention to one part of everyday life that often go 
unnoticed in household sustainability policies, but has obvious implications for domestic 
material consumption of water and energy through bathing and laundry practices. The 
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findings from this research also suggest a need for household sustainability policies to look 
beyond education campaigns about ‘the environment’ or ‘human impact’ that position 
young people as pre-existing ‘environmental ambassadors’, consumers or rational decisions 
makers. Instead, the visceral can inform sustainability policies by helping us better 
understand how subjectivities are assembled in different contexts. For many people, the 
prospect of washing clothes, or themselves less frequently, presents challenges to a series 
of deeply embedded classed, gendered, aged and racialised notions that help differentiate 
and stabilise bodies and public spaces. Implicit in this are cultural beliefs that bodies in 
public spaces should be in-oderate. Clues to foster transition away from the in-oderate 
bodies are perhaps provided in the myriad of relations that constitute the bodies, spaces 
and affects of some domestic contexts where sweat is understood as congruent with 
expectations. Equally, shameful affects and emotions may provide productive moments in 
the politics of sustainability to encourage people to reflect on their everyday laundry and 
showering practices. Understanding more about the visceral that brings to fore ‘gut 
reactions’ may be a productive line of investigation for households sustainability by 
investigating homemaking practices that are reducible to neither structure nor agency, yet 
assembled out of elements of each. We encourage other to investigate the sensuous 
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